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RAB NOAKES WITH HIS 70/50
IN 2017 BAND PLUS GUESTS
The recording of this album begins in 2017,
on February 3rd in fact, a significant date
in pop’s history straddling the Atlantic. I
picked the date for practical reasons. I had
put a unique band together for my 70/50
in 2017 Celtic Connections concert, at
Glasgow’s Old Fruitmarket, on February
2nd. Knowing that they’d be rehearsed
and fleet-of-foot with some new tunes,
and knowing that I’d be in reasonable
voice having sung all week, I called John to
suggest we do some recording immediately
following that. “I’ll be delighted to do that”
John said. “It’s the 50th anniversary of the
day Joe Meek died.” “Crivvens, so it is,
I said. Then that makes it the day Buddy
Holly died.” And so, 58 years after Buddy’s
death and 50 years after Joe’s we gather
in Muirend to commence making a record.
It’s possible to speculate that neither John
nor I would be involved in this activity at
all were it not for the brief, yet significant,
existences of those two people. John
leans a little more toward the latter while
I lean quite a bit more toward the former
although we do share a fair knowledge of,
and admiration for, each of them
Over that weekend we laid the basis of
15 tracks on the Nick Lowe ‘Bash it out
now, tart it up later’ principle. Some had
a guide-vocal, some had no lyric, some
had, what turned out to be, the recording
made in full. Over the following months
occasional trips to Muirend were made with
members of the band, sometimes together,
sometimes alone, always sparkling. I left
it to John to mix it and then sat with
the mixes with Stephy at home and set
a running order. It was a really engaging
project throughout. The time-span was
reasonably long, although the actual time
spent was relatively short.
I had hand-picked the band for the show.
The folks involved are a mixture of people
I’ve worked with before and a couple I
hadn’t. Some of them had worked together
before and some hadn’t. That’s the kind
of combination I find most productive. It
creates a layer of familiarity with a layer
of voyage-of-discovery. Una and Stu have
been my bass and drums/percussion of
choice since John brought them in for the
‘I’m walkin’ here’ record. Jill is someone
we’ve known since she was a teenager.
She and I have worked together often, on a
variety of projects over the years. Kathleen
and I were skilfully put together by a Gaelic
initiative in Glasgow back in 2014. We’ve
toured and sung together often since then.
Innes is someone I’ve been aware of for

a while and we worked together in Greg
Lawson’s ‘Grit’ Orchestra in 2016. I met
Lisbee when I took part in a Radio 2 show,
live from Celtic Connections, in 2014. She
was playing banjo with Seth Lakeman and
I found her interesting musically. Christine
and I worked together on a tribute concert
for Michael Marra in 2013. She was in
Glasgow in 2017 and was free to take
part in the 70/50 show and subsequently
the record. So, that’s the concert band.
A couple of others were added during
the sessions. Davie Craig is someone I’ve
known since the early ’60s. We’ve had
many expeditions in song over the years,
including working, together and separately
with Robin McKidd. I invited him to take
part in that song specifically. Alex Gascoine
is a violinist with the BBC Scottish
Symphony Orchestra and is a fellow activist
in the Musicians’ Union. Sue McKenzie on
baritone and soprano sax and Emily Tse on
bass trombone were both John’s idea and
invitation.
I often like to sing along with myself on
records, both in harmony and unison. On
this one though I steered clear of that as
the singers available are so good. You now
hold the tarted-up version in your hand.
So, why Welcome to Anniversaryville?
Because 2017 had a few of them, in fact.
The initial one relates to the number of my
birthday. Born in May 1947 I turned 70. I’ll
lay out a few others, as I remember them.
My early relationships with songs were
mostly by way of the radio, a combination
of The BBC Light Programme and the BBC
Scottish Home Service. The first Scottish
songs I recall, from the very early ’50s,
are hearing Robert Wilson recordings of
‘Westering home’ and ‘A Gordon for me’.
My first recollection of a significant pop
song from the USA was ‘Allentown Jail’ by
Jo Stafford, 65 years ago in 1952. 60 years
ago, in 1957, when I was 10, I encountered
Elvis Presley. I was standing outside our
local record shop and the sound emanating
was ‘All shook up’. Record store is a rather
grand title. The shop was J. A. Stewart’s, a
bike shop which also sold electrical goods
including radios and gramophones. A
corner of the shop floor was given to a big
box containing the records, mostly 45rpm
singles. That was our record shop. There
was a poster in the shop window. It’s an
oft-seen image of Elvis, from a mid-’50s
performance. He’s wearing a light-coloured
suit on a pair of loafers. He’s in full song,
applying himself, with incredible energy,
to the leather-clad acoustic guitar sitting
high on his chest. The direction of my life
was set there’n’then. I wanted to look like
that, I wanted to sound like that, I wanted
to be that.

50 years ago, in 1967, I played my first
properly paid and billed gig. It was in The
Glasgow Folk Centre at the end of April
that year. It was with Robin McKidd as a
banjo/guitar duo with a repertoire of largely
Old Timey tunes’n’songs.
35 years ago, in 1982, I parted company
with alcohol on a ‘we had a good time but
we couldn’t agree’ basis, just as the song
‘Goodbye booze’ puts it.
30 years ago, in 1987, I started work for the
BBC, my first position being in Manchester
producing programmes for network radio,
Radio 1 and mostly Radio 2.
Also, in October of 1987 I found myself
in the same room as Bob Dylan. It was at
the Islington Folk Club, upstairs in The
Empress of Russia.
I could no doubt find more but those are
the significant ones in the context of these
songs.

THE SONGS
Let the show begin
This song was as good as custom-made for
the 70/50 in 2017 show. I had started the
melody and got the ‘let the show begin’
line (I almost forgot it) sometime in July/
August of 2016. On holiday in Sitges, near
Barcelona, I finished it on a wee rented
Epiphone. The ‘there’s no stoppin’ now’
line is a remnant reference to the previous
‘The Treatment Tapes EP’ (NEONCD018).
It’s an appropriate song to start off this
record.
It all joins up (in the end)
This relates to the anniversary in a unique
way. In June of 2017 I became older than
my dad was when he died (in 1985). That’s
not such an unusual thing and I don’t want
to make too much of it. Having said that, it
still feels slightly odd to be older than him.
It’s hard not to keep on thinking of him as
an older guy. One day someone said you
should write a song about it. Well, not the
whole song, as I was wary of the subject
standing alone, but it was the starting point
for this. The song forms a celebration of a
‘Rock’n’Roll lifespan’. It also acknowledges
the fact that life is good, it’s interesting and
it’s worth making the most of. As time goes
on, it becomes more apparent that it is also
very short.
Together forever
is a song I wrote in 1969. It was started
in Denmark as Davie Craig and I came
the end of a summer residency in Hotel
Eyde in Herning which was a considerable
expedition at the time. Toward the end
of the trip, Artie Trezise, who’d joined
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us for an adventure, and I paid a visit to
Copenhagen. This song, although by no
means a representation of a chronicle of
the trip, certainly did bounce off it.
Gently does it
is a song from 1985 which was written
quickly the day I saw troubadour
extraordinaire Alex Campbell at the Danish
Tønder Festival in August of that year.
The world of folksong was populated by
some extraordinary characters, the likes of
which I’d never come across before that.
Campbell was in the front line of such
encounters. He had been diagnosed with
cancer of the throat and was a shadow of
his former, formidable self. I was moved by
that and the song just kinda tumbled out,
fully-formed. It appears that knowledge of
Alex is by no means compulsory as over
the intervening years this song has revealed
itself as having some robust qualities. From
a writer’s position, those kinds of qualities
are hard to identify, impossible to plant
and elusive to predict.
Oh me, oh my
This one’s also from the Sitges break and
is a co-write between Stephy and me.
She provided most of the verses’ themes
and many couplets. I kicked it off with
the chord sequence and then the tune
and then the ‘Oh me, oh my’ line. As
the construction of the song progressed
I found myself thinking of Rick Nelson
records, mainly the album ‘Rick is 21’.
That was where he changed his name from
Ricky and continued with the band that
contained James Burton on guitar and Joe
Osborn on bass guitar.
Just one look
This song was a hit in 1963 for Doris Troy.
She wrote the song with Gregory Carroll
and made a demo recording of it. The tape
made its way to Jerry Wexler of Atlantic
Records. He put it out as it was. No wonder
– it’s a great record. My wife Stephy is
fond of it too. The song was in the 70/50
concert set and is here, from me to her,
to commemorate our own ‘eyes across a
room’ initial encounter, 30 years ago, in
March of 1988.
TCB (Working man and working woman)
In Britain we consistently get rotten
governments. They mostly stay locked in
a devaluing, short-term strategy with far
too many self-serving individuals involving
themselves for themselves. Britain remains
class-ridden whatever anybody says, in
the self-congratulatory fashion we often
have to endure as we listen to politicians,
broadcasters and other puppets. I’m a
product of the post-war consensus. I
consider myself to be a working-class
person, in a cultural way that I will never

abandon. The song was written in the USA,
in Gulf Shores, Alabama, a proven creative
location for me. Earlier in that trip Stephy
and I had been in Nashville and visited
the renowned RCA Studio B. It was an
interesting guided-tour of that significant
room. No mention of Bill Porter, to my
mind one of pop’s most innovative audio
engineers. I must say I found that to be a
major omission. One interesting aspect
though was a forthcoming interview session
with an audience. The interviewees were
four of Elvis Presley’s 1970s studio and
stage musicians. They were David Briggs,
James Burton, Charlie McCoy and Norbert
Puttnam. It was long sold-out but I caught
it by a video available on the web and it was
most entertaining. Amongst the anecdotes,
I was reminded of an Elvis catch-phrase, TCB
– Taking Care of Business. I incorporated
that into this lyric.
The handwash feein’ mairket
was written to a welcome commission
for Hands up for Trad’s community choir
project ‘Scotland sings’. The brief was to
use Scots and refer to Robert Burns. It was
an interesting challenge. Aware of the fact
that such songs may sound old-fashioned,
I attempted to find a more contemporary
scenario. My local carwash, not far from
Govanhill, is consistently populated by an
ever-changing array of non-white young
men. One morning I was there earlyish
and witnessed the hiring process which
entailed a gaffer person standing pointing
to various young men saying I’ll have you,
you, you and you – the rest, off you go. It
made me think of the similar, out-dated,
agricultural feeing markets and the kernel
of an idea emerged. This is the song.
Long black veil
In 2014 Kathleen and I were invited, by
Ceòl’s Craic in Glasgow, to get together for
a concert which was then followed by
further shows. We each welcomed the
suggestion we collaborate and, in our
conversations, we concocted an idea to
base our sets around Murder Ballads and
songs about murder. The song ‘Long black
veil’ is by Marijohn Wilkin and Danny Dill
and was first recorded by Lefty Frizzell. It
was written in 1959 but somehow sounds
like it’s from a previous era. I initially
encountered it as a folky-repertoire song in
1965 and later on The Band’s ‘Music from
Big Pink’ LP in 1968. Kathleen and I included
the song in our 2014 outings.
The twa corbies/An Dà Fheannaig.
Medley: Scots version/Gaelic translation
This is an ancient Murder Ballad, originally
from Scotland although variations appear
in other cultures. It is classic murder ballad
from a crossed-lover canon. It also contains
a key element in the cycle-of-life aspect

in that the murdered knight’s remains are
utilised by the crows for food, clothing
and housing. Working with Kathleen
reconnected me with the Scottish folk-song
repertoire and this song was often sung in
folk-song clubs by a range of performers.
She was familiar with a translation, ‘An Dà
Fheannaig’, which has a Scots Gaelic lyric by
Seonaidh MacIlleathain set to a traditional
air. It was a most engaging process to
weave the two pieces together with the
key change, (Ebm to B), the time-signature
change, 4/4 to 3/4 plus the shifts in tempo
and mood.
Tramps and Immigrants
Medley: Tramps and hawkers / I pity the
poor immigrant In the 1960s part of the
fun of being fond of pop songs was reading
the interviews in music mags with the
artists I was most fond of. These articles
would often contain a clue as to what these
artists were listening to. Such was the case
with John Lennon who instructed us to
listen to Bob Dylan. Dylan, in turn, made us
more aware of the existence of folksongs.
Dylan has, throughout his creative life in
song referred to the repertoires of the
European ballad traditions in his work. The
roots of much of his work are traditional
songs from Ireland and Scotland. When
we heard the ‘John Wesley Harding’ LP in
1967 it was clear the song ‘I pity the poor
immigrant’ has its basis in the Scottish
song ‘Tramps and hawkers’. Dylan’s
exposure to this song could have come
from a number of sources. Liam Clancy and
Jean Redpath, each of whom was around
Greenwich Village in the early ’60s, are
contenders. I first became aware of the
song on the LP ‘Scottish Choice’ by Robin
Hall and Jimmie Macgregor. I subsequently
became aware of, and spent time with,
Jimmy MacBeath, largely recognised as the
source of the song. MacBeath, who died
in 1972, was from Portsoy in Banffshire,
an itinerant labourer and singer. ‘Tramps
and Hawkers’, a song of the road was
supposedly written by Jimmy Henderson
of Brechin in the 19th century. It’s sung
to a tune shared by several other songs,
including Irish songs like ‘The Homes of
Donegal’.
Still in town
In 1968. Robin McKidd and I were in London
playing a variety of places, including a
residency at The King Lud in Ludgate Circus.
Robin had some friends from Art College
in Dundee who stayed in the Peabody flats
on Chelsea Bridge Road. Sandy James was a
big Johnny Cash aficionado and, although I
was aware of him and had heard quite a lot
of his records, I had no idea of the scope
of the body of his work. Sandy had loads
of LPs, including the themed ones and I
soaked them up. We were fortunate enough

to see the Cash show twice in London that
year. Once, at The Palladium with Luther
Perkins and later at The New Victoria,
after Luther had died. Carl Perkins was a
special guest on guitar duties that night.
What shows these were, amongst the best
concerts I’ve ever attended. The first half
was a sequence of the guest artistes. The
second half began with ‘Hello, I’m Johnny
Cash’ and was a mesmerising half-hour
with ‘The Man in Black’ before it progressed
toward the finale. First on came June for
‘Jackson’ before being rejoined by her
mother Maybelle and her sisters, Anita and
Helen. Then The Statler Brothers came back
on and the Gospel section, opening with
‘Daddy sang Bass, Mama sang Tenor ‘, got
underway. It was an event in a true sense
of the word. I picked up this song from an
LP called ‘Old golden throat’ and Robin and
I would play it at The King Lud. It’s a class
piece of professional Nashville songwriting
by Hank Cochran and Harlan Howard.
A voice over my shoulder
In June of 2016 Robin died. He had suffered
for some time from an increasingly
debilitating, respiratory condition. We
had known each other, and played music
together, for 50 years. As I mentioned
earlier, the first properly-paid and billed
gig I did was with Robin, at the Glasgow
Folk Centre in April 1967. He played on
my first two albums and we toured and
played together often. He was a hugely
influential character for me, not just musically
but through welcoming me to values and
behaviours I hadn’t previously been aware of.
With contributions from Stephy to the lyric,
I wrote this just after he died and performed
it for the first time at his wake in Kirkcaldy.
The title refers to an old chestnut Robin was
fond of, ‘And a voice over my shoulder said
things could get worse – and sure enough,
they did’.
Jackson Greyhound
This song is from a holiday in the USA’s
Southern States in 2013. One of the starting
points for making the trip was the 40th
anniversary of making what became the
‘Red Pump Special’ LP in Nashville. It was
my first revisit to that town since 1973. We
made the holiday a multi-state clockwise
road-trip which mostly combined music and
civil rights. This song was started while we
were there and finished on our return.
London town
The aforementioned Sitges trip was
extraordinarily fruitful as this tune (and
some others, including TCB) were started
there and lurked on the smartphone
VoiceMemos. The lyric was finished in Gulf
Shores, Alabama in 2017. As the songs
says, my first visit to London was in 1965
and my first period of living there was in
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1966-67. Attitudes to London are divided
all across the UK. People either love the
place or won’t go near it. Some folks get
there and prosper, some the opposite.
Some go and feel and home, some feel
very unattached. I’ve always seen it as
essential. In the early to mid-’60s London
was amounting to something for young
people. It was being presented to me as
a place where a lot was going on. Movies
and music were carrying that message. It
wasn’t quite ‘Swinging London’ by then but
it was moving toward it. In 1966 I was there
to stay for the first of many spells until the
late-’70s. I’ve lived, and prospered, better
outwith London in more recent times but
I’ve never lost touch with the town. I’ve
been delighted to visit there regularly,
over a few years now, on behalf of the
membership of the Musicians’ Union.
Anniversary song
I occasionally get booked to play for
someone’s birthday. Often they know about
it, just as often it’s a surprise. There’ve
been 40th, 50th, 60th parties but until
2017, no 70th. My own in May of that year
was the first. I always like to make these
shows somewhat custom-made and try to
find a couple of songs that’re relevant to
the person. One thing I like to do is pick
something from the charts at the time they
were born. As the charts based on record
sales didn’t emerge until 1952 it’s necessary
to refer to the sheet-music charts for 1947.
This song was written by Al Jolson and Saul
Chaplin, utilising a tune written by Iosif
Ivanovici called ‘Waves of the Danube’ from
the 1880s. The version which featured high
in the charts on 13th May 1947 was by The
Billy Cotton Band with Alan Breeze, a very
familiar combination from the BBC Light
Programme on Sundays.
Tennessee Waltz
Written by Pee Wee King, and first
recorded in 1947 by Redd Stewart and Pee
Wee King, is, to my mind, a piece of firstclass songwriting. There’s something truly
deep at its heart wrapped in the lightness
of a waltz with a sing-a-long form.
Kathleen loves to get the opportunity
to sing songs other than from the Gaelic
tradition, for which she is rightly renowned.
This includes what we know as Country
Music, so she leads this, as she did in the
concert. There it formed our encore so I
feel it’s the ideal way to close this album.
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