Simon Heywood’s piece in Stirrings 136 got me thinking. I wasn’t sure we were looking at the same folk scene so I thought I would put my own thoughts to paper and see where it took me. 

To summarise Simon’s argument – the folk scene has lost its way because some groups and solo singers are being successful and wanting to become attractive to non-folkies. And make a living from their talent I suppose. To do that they need to break away from the folk club and into the concert hall and festival scene. The way to get back to our real folk roots is to return to the acoustic folk club. 

Let’s say right at the start, I have what I regard nowadays as a disadvantage – when it comes to the boom times of the folk clubs, I was there. It’s an age thing! We were trying to attract people to the music we loved. We were successful for a while. Then the clubs declined. We didn’t do anything different – indeed that may have been the trouble – we still ran the standard folk club night; floor singers, guest, interval with raffle, more floor singers, guest. Generally speaking that formula stopped being attractive to people - though there are a number of notable exceptions which stick to the formula and I praise them wholeheartedly.

Instead as folk-rock came along amplification came along with it – the two were inextricably linked and thus the larger festivals started to evolve and the small place where amplification was not possible or affordable started to decline. 

The economics of folk were never brilliant. Simon refers to singers having careers – well not many of them did – believe me. Most had other jobs – one of the big hit bands of the late sixties was the High Level Ranters – three of them were schoolteachers at one point, and Tommy never gave up being one. Harry Boardman and John Foreman were both printers. One particular so-called full-time singer and friend reckoned he made more money plastering.  

The number of folk club organisers who turned down Paul Simon probably exceeds the number of folk clubs there were in existence. He was turned down because he was expensive - he wanted £10.00 or £15.00 if he was with Hedy West. (Actually he would settle for £8.00 or £12.00 for the two of them!) The Watersons went out at 35 guineas, travel included. A minimum of a six-hour journey to London from Hull for there were fewer fast roads. And since few people could sleep four and there were things to make them want to go home to Hull, families for example, they often returned that same night. And the 35 guineas was before their agent’s fee. The film made of their lifestyle was called “Travelling for a Living”;…”For Not Much of a Living” was nearer the mark. . Remember these were the stars of the time – lots of people were making a lot less!! 

Fast forward to 2008 and the music is booming of that there is no doubt.  I am lucky – as a retired person – it’s that age thing again - I get to lots of festivals. I have been to very large and quite intimate festivals this year. One thing for certain, despite prognostications based on Glastonbury not selling out immediately, many festivals reported either a sell-out of season tickets (Dent/Loughborough) and/or hugely increased attendances, Shepley and Gate to Southwell being the most notable. All of those have started since 2000 and three are just two years old.  Loughborough is unlikely to run next year – but that is another story.  A small festival in Scotland I went to had a piping and chanter competition and there were 72 entrants. Seek out Moniaive on the map. There doesn’t seem to be that many people in the area, never mind that many people to enter a piping competition. 

So folk music is booming, and the evidence is all around us. Take a look at the crowds around the sellers of musical instruments. At Cheltenham there were three full-time luthiers and a full-time violin-maker in the trading hall and there was very little under £1,000. Indeed the violin maker didn’t seem to have many bows under £1,000. All seemed to be making a good living. At Gate to Southwell festival the Hobgoblin tent was doing really well; so there is clearly a boom in people playing instruments. In a session locally recently there were two saxophones, and there were two bass clarinets at Cheltenham – clearly an upmarket session if ever there was one. The cello seems to be compulsory for any band or session nowadays and the piano is making a comeback. The folk boom in melodeons must have done wonders for the economy of some Italian towns and villages. 

So why is this boom going on? Well nowadays we have lots of festivals where you can discover just what quality is in the music and the experience often gets better and better. Alongside this major artists give tuition workshops. Schools for young and old – but let’s face it especially young - with tuition in a range of instruments, abound. The newer generation of singers, instrumentalists and bands are legion and they often play with sublime taste and enormous skill. Expectations have been raised. Add to that the arts centres where people can also catch folk music and where the surroundings can often be excellent, and you can see how people become less tolerant of anything less than a decent listening environment with quality artists.  At least with the growing festival scene it is possible to make some money as an artist though few that I know work solely at that – they are subsidized by partners or by teaching their instruments or both. It was ever thus. 

I doubt that we have lost the heritage and vision that we once had. I see lots of experimental work going on and a lot of it firmly rooted in the tradition. Younger singers are prepared to experiment, see the article associated with the front cover of the last issue of Stirrings; I know of a community choir singing the well-researched songs of their own area; I see Rachel Unthank and the Winterset attracting people into folk music not breaking out from it themselves. (And Stop Press – getting a Mercury nomination!!)  I saw them at Dent on the Friday evening. After their set finished at 9.30 pm they snatched a burger as they set off to drive to Glastonbury for an appearance at 4.00 pm the next day. Then home to the north-east. Life for the itinerant musician goes on much as before. 

But to suggest that gigging musicians might do a “significant proportion” of their gigs unplugged to my mind ignores the economics of the folk scene. Some still do unplugged gigs by the way – generally heavily subsidized by festival gigs. There is even an unplugged festival at Lostock Hall. I respectfully suggest there is nothing like enough money in folk music for a musician to tour and live and remain sane and productive and do a significant proportion of their gigs unplugged.. Not enough folk clubs to tour locally – and the cost of touring nationally is horrendous – not least because of the current cost of fuel.

So, laudable as Simon’s aim might be, it isn’t - in my opinion – going to happen. But let me try and cheer him up. Folk music is booming like never before there is even a folk prom this year - and someone, somewhere will be trying to do just what Simon suggests. 

Dave Eyre
