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      As the title indicates, this book is a detailed look at the music of Gerry Rafferty. While a certain amount of biographical fact is necessary to put everything into perspective, I have deliberately avoided some details that were eagerly lapped up during his last years by certain sections of the news media.

      All songs reviewed throughout these pages were written by Gerry Rafferty unless stated otherwise. For the sake of completeness, I have given track listings and details for the first Humblebums album, but for reasons of space, I have not described each song in depth, as Gerry was not involved. On the second and third Humblebums albums, I have focussed on the Rafferty songs and merely listed the others.

      As a singer-songwriter and musician in two bands, in a duo and as a solo performer, Gerry Rafferty had a roller-coaster career as a performer in the British music industry for some four decades. Some maintain that he was the finest singer-songwriter Scotland ever produced. Always known for his uncompromising refusal to bow to the unwritten rules of a precarious profession, he was a staunch individualist, perhaps never quite as successful as his talents suggested he ought to be. Yet, he remained uncompromisingly true to himself and, in the process, left behind an astonishing catalogue of work. This included two immortal, much-loved songs that became top-ten hits (for himself and subsequently for other artists), both of them ironically inspired by and recalling in stark terms some of his decidedly unglamorous experiences in the business. For Gerry was one of those people who adored creating and performing music, but hated having to wade through the mire involved in selling it in a cut-throat environment to his audience.

      Gerry Rafferty was born on 16 April 1947, the third son of Joseph – a miner and lorry driver who had emigrated from Ireland – and Mary Rafferty (née Skeffington). Mary had worked at a weaving mill. There were two elder brothers, Jim and Joe, and they lived at a council house in Underwood Lane in Ferguslie Park, a district in Paisley. The name would later be placed firmly on the musical map when the second Stealers Wheel album hit the shops.

      Joseph, an alcoholic, was often physically abusive to his wife and sons. While the two elders were deemed big enough to give as good as they got, Mary dragged little Gerry around the local streets on Saturday nights so they would not be at home when her husband returned drunk. They would wait outside in all weathers until he’d fallen asleep to avoid a beating. More than once, she told her youngest son that if it wasn’t for him, she would leave.

      Years later, he reminisced that his father’s unhappiness and failings overshadowed their childhood. He said there were ‘lots of unhappy times spawned from when I was a kid’. As for his father, ‘His vision of the world was extremely narrow. It was an incredibly hard life’. Joseph’s saving grace, as well as a great gift to his son, was his rich knowledge of Irish and Scottish traditional songs, which, on his better days and nights, he loved singing to the family, though he was tone deaf and physically deaf as the result of a punctured eardrum, and not always in tune. The music was one interest he shared with Mary, who also sang, ‘She Moved (Moves) Through The Fair’, being one of her favourites. The boys learned many of their parents’ favourite songs by heart, traditional tunes and numbers like ‘The Mountains Of Mourne’: ‘almost semi music-hall stuff that was written at the end of the last century, but which has its place’. From the age of around four or five, Gerry was especially intrigued not just by the songs themselves but by his awareness that he and his brothers weren’t quite singing the same notes.

      When he asked why they were singing a slightly different tune, they told him they were singing in harmony.

      More contemporary sounds later became just as influential. Like many children of his generation, he was soon enthralled by Elvis Presley and Little Richard. Years later, he recalled going into a fish-and-chip shop as a boy of nine, and ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ suddenly came on the radio: ‘I’d never heard anything like that before. That’s my most overpowering memory of being affected by rock ’n’ roll.’ He also loved Lonnie Donegan, The Vipers and skiffle and played his copy of ‘Rock Island Line’ to death. Many years later, he said he could see it was ‘a very primitive, popular music form, but it gave an opportunity to working-class kids – who had no musical education – to sing simple songs with simple instruments’.

      Going back further in time, he also developed a passion for music of the inter-war years, particularly Cole Porter, Jerome Kern and George Gershwin. ‘The majority of the great songs are sad love songs, and that suits me fine’. His daughter Martha later added that it went back even further, from the hymns from Gerry’s Catholic upbringing, such as the work of Ravel, to Frank Sinatra ‘and that era of performance and production – he really aimed for that kind of polished, professional sound – that really spoke to him’. Being of Irish-Scottish blood with a Scottish upbringing, in later life he would say that he had absorbed the best of both musical cultures.

      He attended St Mirin’s Academy, a Catholic senior secondary school in Paisley, also attended by Joe Egan, who was two years his junior, and John Patrick Byrne, seven years older. Joe would play a regular role throughout much of Gerry’s career, while John subsequently became, in turn, an artist, designer, printmaker, playwright and screenwriter. He also did much to encourage Gerry’s musical aspirations, not least by lending his banjo to his friend Jim Rafferty, who asked to borrow it, as his little brother wanted to teach himself a Cliff Richard tune. Another school contemporary was John Reid, who would subsequently become the manager of Elton John and Queen.

      Joseph died in 1963, and Mary survived him by nearly 40 years. With the main breadwinner gone, 16-year-old Gerry left school to take a job and help to support the family. For some time, he worked in a butcher’s shop, a shoe shop, and as a social-security office clerk: menial jobs only meant to be short- term while he set about preparing himself for a career in music.
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      To the Rafferty family, influences of traditional song and the diverse melting pot that stretched from 20th-century classics, the Great American songbook and early rock were added to those of the beat boom that electrified Britain around the time Gerry left school. But he refused to regard them as something that swept everything else aside like a Damascene conversion.

      

      There’s so much bullshit talked about rock ’n’ roll. It’s easy looking back at 30 and saying, ‘Yeah, when I was nine, that changed my life’. It didn’t change my life, you know? There you are, someone at school, only a child, and there’s so much stuff to go through. Rock ’n’ roll was only one part of it.

      

      1963 also marked the beginning of Beatlemania, and soon after that, Bob Dylan became the favourite of everyone looking for songs with more lyrical depth. The fusion of both styles would inspire many a teenager to pick up an acoustic guitar, get together with like-minded souls and form local bands who would find artistic fulfilment and supplement their day-job income from the weekend gigs at local dance halls. Their repertoire was mostly the usual diet of current and recent hits, especially Beatles and Rolling Stones songs. At length, some of them would also begin writing their own material.

      One such band from Paisley was The Sensors, their vocalist being Gerry’s old schoolmate Joe Egan. When they needed a new rhythm guitarist who could also share vocals, Gerry applied and duly joined the ranks. Joe and Gerry had long been fans of The Everly Brothers and realised that they, too, could follow Don and Phil’s example by singing in harmony. This discovery was the beginning of a partnership that would endure, albeit intermittently, for many years. Gerry would sometimes resort to novel ways to get time off from the shoe shop. One day, he arrived at work covered in bandages, claiming he had been involved in a dreadful accident. Duly given sick leave, he returned home, removed the bandages and went to a group rehearsal.

      After The Sensors disbanded, Gerry and Joe joined more-established outfit Maverix, with Rab Sinclair on lead guitar, David Storrie on bass and Dennis Bell on drums and vocals. For some months, they had a regular gig at the Pavilion Ballroom, Strathpeffer. It was probably here that they caught the eye and ear of an A&R man from EMI’s Columbia label, who heard some of their original material and thought they had a distinctive sound. In the autumn of 1966, they entered the recording studios to record what would be their only single, released in November 1966.

      The Fifth Column

      ‘Benjamin Day’ (Egan/Rafferty/Bell) (2.57)/‘There’s Nobody Here’

      (Egan/Rafferty/Bell) (2.29)

      The A-side, with Gerry on lead vocal, told the story of Benjamin Day, a hawker who carried a bag full of ‘Strange things for sale, straight from a fairytale/Like an amethyst ring or a puppet on a string’. According to the EMI press release that accompanied promotional copies of the single, the song’s inspiration was an Indian pedlar they’d given a lift to in their van one day. He seemed such a fascinating character that they had to write a song about him. Not knowing how to spell or even pronounce his name, they decided that Benjamin Day sounded rather effective.

      With gently picked acoustic guitar and unobtrusive organ interwoven between the verses and chorus, charming vocal harmonies and imaginative use of minor chords, the atmosphere suggests a strong flavour of Paul McCartney, Paul Simon and even The Byrds. The B-side, with Joe on lead vocal, was a more punchy song with something of a nod to The Beatles’ ‘No Reply’ – a young man looks forward to a rendezvous with the love of his life, goes to her house, rings the bell, knocks on her door, but finds she has left. Both songs suggested a talent ready for nurturing, but interest never spread beyond their home territory. Radio airplay and chart success eluded them, and the group soon disbanded.

      As a one-off release that has so far been neglected by compilers of 1960s obscurities, the original 45 is now highly sought-after. At the time of writing, a major online record dealer advertised a demonstration copy in excellent condition for £195, saying that in almost 40 years of trading, it was the first they’d seen.

      Writing credits were given on the label. According to later sources, including an article from the Paisley local press around 2000 and an interview with John Byrne, he co-wrote both songs with either Gerry or Joe, possibly both.

      Returning to the press release, between them, Fifth Column had already written about 35 songs, which were destined to remain unheard or reworked for future use by the two main members who would go on to greater things. Almost the same melody of one, the very Beatle-ish-sounding (‘A Hard Day’s Night’ era) ‘Time Is Like A God’, later uploaded on Youtube, with strong harmony vocals, would appear in ‘Sign On The Dotted Line’ on Gerry’s first solo album.
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      After Maverix and The Fifth Column had become history, Gerry joined the dole queue and returned to the Paisley folk scene. One day, he was enjoying a pint or two in the pub with fellow folk singer Danny Kyle, who told him that Billy Connolly – ‘an amazing character’ who played banjo in local duo The Humblebums ‘and looked like Wild Bill Hickok’ – was coming to join him shortly. Billy duly walked in. Also present were a pub pianist and Joe Egan, so the latter and Gerry took little persuasion to get up and sing an Everly Brothers number. Then Billy performed his song, ‘Saltcoats At The Fair’, and brought the place down. They immediately warmed to each other, though Billy thought there seemed something rather strange about Gerry, who was four years younger than him and looked like ‘the kind of guy you’d expect to see hanging around in the darkest corner of a library’.

      A few nights later, Gerry went to a Humblebums gig at the Orange Hall, Castle Street. When Billy and his musical partner – guitarist and mandolin player Tam Harvey – came off stage, Gerry told them how much he’d loved their set and asked if they would like to come back to his flat for a few beers. His real motive was not just to offer them hospitality but to seek a sympathetic ear or two for his songs, some of which he played. As Billy listened, he was amazed, his initial reaction being, ‘Are they really his?’. Gerry was initially wary of this extrovert who, he said, ‘looked like the Wild Man of Borneo’, but at the same time realised this could be the break he needed. At their next meeting in the Scotia Bar at Glasgow – another favourite haunt of folk musicians – Billy formally invited him to join as a full member, and two became three.

      The Humblebums had just released their debut album, First Collection Of Merry Melodies, on the Transatlantic label. The single ‘Saturday Roundabout Sunday’ was about to follow. What had briefly been a trio, or a quartet if their bassist Ronnie Rae was included, soon reverted to a duo. Tam realised that both men had much in common despite their very different qualities and personalities, and there wouldn’t be a place for a musician who didn’t write songs, so he stepped down.

      Live performances were a simple affair for Billy and Gerry. They travelled light with a banjo and an acoustic guitar, usually for a fee of £100, cash-in- hand after the gig. Most of their early shows were around Scotland and the north-east of England, notably appearances at a folk club at The Rex Hotel, Whitley Bay – co-run by singer-songwriter Alan Hull, later of Lindisfarne – and occasionally further south. These alternated with the recording of a second album. On The Humblebums – or New Humblebums according to the label and back of the sleeve – Gerry proved himself to be the dominant creative force. He wrote seven of the songs, leaving Billy with four, alongside their version of the old World War I music-hall song ‘Good-Bye-ee’.

      Both knew their strengths and their limitations. Billy was a born entertainer and raconteur, while Gerry was the painstaking songwriter hiding behind his guitar. Billy readily admitted that Gerry was very good for him: ‘He was a real musician, he knew and felt music, a bass player, with a lovely sense of harmony, as well as a great guitarist. I knew tunes and how to play them, but that was where my musicianship ended’. Billy acknowledged that he could be ‘flashy’ but was just not in the same league and recognised that his talents were best suited in other directions. Gerry, he said, ‘was a musician, and I’ll never be one of them’.

      In many ways, their personalities were complete opposites: one the ultimate funny man, and the other the sensitive folkie. Billy’s opening quip on stage that he had used on gigs with Tam was retained: ‘Hi, we’re The Humblebums, and I’m humble’. Yet they complemented each other well, had a similar sense of humour and soon became the best of friends. When Billy married in 1969, Gerry was his best man. Gerry knew that they’d instantly ‘recognised something good in each other’. Billy, he went on, had a gift for getting people to respond instantly, while Gerry’s lay ‘in seducing people by singing, which is a much slower process’. One of them ‘shocked people into listening by offending their sensibilities’, which created a platform for the other to come forward and sing. It was a marvellous combination but with an edgy balance.

      Moreover, Gerry wasn’t always the intense introvert of popular belief. With his wicked sense of humour, it was his idea that, on wet Saturdays, they would walk the shopping streets of Glasgow looking for elderly ladies to scare. As they put up their umbrellas, he would ‘accidentally’ collide with them, shout and hit the pavement, taking a glass eye from his pocket and letting it roll, much to their horror. He was also an inveterate phone prankster, making hilarious calls with a straight face to unsuspecting victims. And when they were in Germany, he would seek out phone directories to look for people called Hitler. They never found one.

      The partnership survived for nearly three years, long enough to record and release two albums that sold to a dedicated following without troubling the charts. At the same time, there were three singles – ‘Saturday Roundabout Sunday’/‘Bed Of Mossy Green’ (both written by Connolly) in April 1969; ‘Coconut Tree’/‘Her Father Didn’t Like Me Anyway’ (both Rafferty) in August 1969, and ‘Shoeshine Boy’ (Rafferty)/‘My Apartment’ (Connolly) in March 1970.
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      Personnel:

      Billy Connolly: vocals, guitar, banjo

      Tam (Tommy) Harvey: vocals, guitar, mandolin

      Additional personnel:

      Ronnie Rae: bass

      (Uncredited: other instruments) Produced by Bill Leader

      Record label: Transatlantic (UK)

      Release date: February 1969 Running time: 29.13

      All written by Connolly unless stated otherwise.

      

      The Humblebums’ debut album, recorded and released long before their paths had crossed with Gerry, was an enjoyable if unexceptional collection of, indeed, merry melodies that, for the most part, showed Billy taking inspiration from traditional folk and bluegrass. Several of the songs are credited to him, and the uncredited ones are presumably traditional. ‘Little Blue Lady’ is a brisk ragtime-come-skiffle romp with kazoo that could almost be an old Leadbelly tune covered by an early incarnation of Mungo Jerry. ‘My Dixie Darling’ was an old tune from Alvin Carter of Carter Family fame, the uncle of Johnny Cash. ‘Why Don’t They Come Back To Dunoon’ and ‘Salt Coats At The Fair’ were more-or-less comedy songs, but undoubtedly sounded better in a live environment, and, as they say, you had to be there. Watching the young Connolly deliver them in a small folk club would’ve been a treat indeed, but on record, there is little to distinguish from so many other similar albums of the time.

      

      ‘Why Don’t They Come Back To Dunoon’ (King: authorised parody, Connolly) (4:12)

      ‘My Dixie Darling’ (Carter) (2:32)

      ‘Now I Feel So Old’ (1:59)

      ‘Give Me A Little Of Your Time’ (2:06)

      ‘Salt Coats At The Fair’ (3:06)

      ‘Victory Rag’ (‘Victoria Rag’ on the label) (Uncredited) (1:39)

      ‘Will You Follow Me’ (1:58)

      ‘Little Blue Lady’ (1:46) ‘Travel Away’ (1:45)

      ‘Come Drink My Wine’ (3:24)

      ‘Cripple Creek’ (Trad. arr. Connolly) (1:58)

      ‘Close Your Eyes’ (1:21)

      ‘Windy & Warm’ (1.27)
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