
X.—THE COLLECTING AND PUBLISHING OF 
NORTHUMBRIAN FOLK-SONG

Frank Rutherford

The word Northumbria is used in this paper, for con
venience, to mean “ of the counties of Northumberland and 
Durham ”, and the term folk-song to mean song which shows 
signs of having been in oral tradition. The term local com
position is used for songs written by local verse-writers which 
seem not to have been taken up into oral tradition. Indust
rial folk-songs, such as the songs of the miners, lie for the 
most part somewhere in between folk-songs and local com
positions.

The period under review is in the main the nineteenth 
century, with the publication in 1882 of the Northumbrian 
Minstrelsy as its culminating event, although the later history 
up to the present day has been sketched.

The definitions offered above, while no doubt adequate 
for the present purpose, raise more questions than they 
answer, questions which must be neglected here, together 
with others of great interest. What sort of people were the 
editors and compilers whose work we are reviewing? What 
were their economic circumstances, their musical training, 
their view of the nature of folk-song? (The term itself was 
unknown to most of them, and came into general use, with 
very diverse connotations, after most of their work was 
finished.) For what did they value the songs they printed 
and for what uses were their volumes intended? What were 
their methods of collecting? How did the prevalent belief 
that many songs were peculiar to Northumbria affect the 
choice of material for publication? The answers to only 
some of these questions are implicit in the present account.

261



The first collector of the traditional song of Northumber
land and Durham known to us by name is Joseph Ritson, 
who began publishing his books of song-words and popular 
poetry in the 1780s. Gammer Gurton’s Garland, contain
ing “ Sair Fyel’d, Hinny ”, and perhaps other songs collected 
in the north-east, appeared in 1783, and The Bishoprick 
Garland, composed of songs and verses (not all traditional) 
associated with County Durham, came out in 1784. The 
first collector of tunes we can name is William Shield, com
poser and musical director of Covent Garden Theatre, and 
a native of Swalwell, who published some Border tunes in his 
Rudiments of Thorough Bass, about 1817.

But collecting of a random kind had been going on over 
the whole country for centuries, and. we may be sure that 
in this earlier period Northumbrian songs did not go 
unregarded. The printing of broadsides, for example, began 
early in the sixteenth century, if not earlier, and these con
tain many a northern song, and many a song directed to be 
sung to a delicate northern tune, a phrase which, Chappell 
emphatically says, does not mean a Scottish tune. These 
rudely printed slips of paper, giving the words, and usually 
naming the tunes, of one or two songs, were sold about the 
country by chapmen, who would often sing their printed 
songs at fairs or street comers. There is reason for thinking 
that these chapmen were among the first collectors of folk
songs. They would be on the look-out for new material to 
take back to the printing offices where they bought their 
broadsides. Here the songs would be bought by the printer, 
perhaps tidied up by some tavern poet, and issued on broad
sides, to be sold about the towns and villages in their 
turn, and play their part in the preservation of traditional 
song.

Newcastle was one of the main provincial centres of 
broadside printing, which seems to have been carried on 
there from the late seventeenth or the early eighteenth cen
tury. By no means all the songs printed on Newcastle 
broadsides or in Newcastle garlands—small booklets each



containing several songs—would be, however, songs noted 
locally.

Landmarks in the publication of traditional songs and 
ballads were Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry 
(1765), The Scots Musical Museum (the 1790s), and the col
lections of Scott, Motherwell and others in the early years 
of the nineteenth century. Percy published no tunes, Scott 
and Motherwell only a handful each; but the Museum has a 
tune for each song, and the words are often rewritten, by 
Burns or others. Different collectors had different interests; 
in words alone, or music alone, or both.

The tunes of old popular songs were early collected by 
writers for the virginals, who wrote variations on them, and 
so preserved the original airs in their works. Such tunes 
were preserved, too, in Playford’s Dancing Master, which 
went through many editions from 1651 onwards, and in the 
Beggar’s Opera, while folk-poetry as well as folk-music are 
preserved, with poetry and music of other kinds, in Pills to 
Purge Melancholy (1719-20).

There are references in the Northumbrian Minstrelsy
(1882) to several of these sources, from which the editors 
either took songs and ballads direct of through the inter
mediary of William Chappell’s Popular Music of the Ancient 
Time (1855-9), a great storehouse in which much of the best 
of earlier printed collections is gathered. The three tunes 
for “ Chevy Chase ”, for example—“ Flying Fame ”, “ Peas- 
cod Time ”, and “ Now Ponder Well ” (of “ The Children in 
the Wood ”)—come from printed sources, and are all to be 
found in Chappell. The tune for “ Lay the Bent to the 
Bonny Broom” comes from Pills to Purge Melancholy, 
although another tune was presumably still current in Nor
thumberland when the Minstrelsy was being compiled, and 
was in fact printed, with different words, by Miss M. H. 
Mason in 1877. “ The Northumberland Bagpipes” comes 
from Pills too. “ O the Oak and the Ash ” has a tune known, 
in slightly different forms, in the virginal books as “ Quod- 
ling’s Delight”, and in The Dancing Master as “ God



desses”. The justification for including these songs and 
ballads is no doubt that they refer, or seem to refer, to Nor
thumbria. “ O the Oak and the Ash ”, for example, mentions 
the north countrie, and Scott in one of his novels speaks of 
this song as a Northumbrian Ballad. (Two similar songs, 
perhaps more nearly folk-songs, do not appear in the 
Minstrelsy: the first'beginning

At home wad I be,
And my supper wad I see,
An marry wi’ a lass 
O my ain countrie.

—and the other with the chorus

And it’s home, dearie, home! Oh, it’s home I want to be! 
My topsails are hoisted, and I must out to sea;
For the oak, and the ash, and the bonny birchen tree, 
They’re all a-growin’ green in the North Countree,
And it’s home, dearie, home.)

The ballads in the Minstrelsy, as distinct from the songs, 
draw far more upon print for their words than for their 
tunes. While, however, a good deal of the Minstrelsy 
material is from old printed sources, the greater part comes 
from the collecting of Ritson, Shield, John Bell, Robert Top- 
liff, J. H. Dixon, Thomas Doubleday and James Telfer.

The Minstrelsy was the first large-scale regional survey 
of traditional song to be made in this country. It was a long 
time in preparation, and even before the compiling commit
tee was appointed in 1855, much independent work had been 
done by other people—those named above and others— 
without which the book would have been different and 
almost certainly smaller than it is.

Let us go back to Ritson. This sharp-tongued, vege
tarian, free-thinking lawyer was bom at Stockton in 1752, 
and although he settled in London in 1775 he kept an affec



tion for the north which prompted him to compile, between 
1783 and 1802, several collections of verse relating to 
Durham, Yorkshire and Northumberland. Here were 
printed, sometimes for the first time, but in most cases from 
broadsides or other printed sources: “ Elsie Marley”, 
“ Rookhope Ryde”, “ The Battle of Otterburn”, “ Chevy 
Chase”, “ The Bonny Keel Laddie”, “ The Collier’s R an t” 
and “ The Keel Row’. “ Sair Fyel’d, Hinny”, as I have 
said, had appeared in an earlier book' of Ritson’s. Ritson 
justly criticized Percy’s improvements in the Reliques, and 
his own editorial treatment, of material less valuable on the 
whole, was far more scrupulous.

John Bell’s Rhymes of Northern Bards, Being a Curious 
Collection of Old and New Songs and Poems Peculiar to the 
Counties of Newcastle upon Tyne, Northumberland and 
Durham appeared in 1812. Like Ritson’s collections, which 
it reprints almost entire, the Rhymes is a book of song-words 
only, including many local compositions (as distinct from 
traditional songs)—stage songs, ephemeral patriotic songs 
written during the Napoleonic wars (still raging at the time 
this book was published), and equally ephemeral pieces of 
local satire about Mr. T. . . . and Miss S. . . .; these, but 
also apparently traditional songs like “ Aboot the Bush, 
Willy ”, “ Andrew Carr ”, “ The Anti-Gallican ”, “ A U A ”, 
“ Bobby Shaftoe”, “ Dol-li-a”, “ Buy Broom Buzzems”, 
“ Durham Old Women”, “ O the Bonny Fisher L ad”, 
“ Footy again the Wa’,”, “ The Hexhamshire Lass ”, “ Canny 
Hobbie Elliott”, “ Maw Canny Hinny”, “ The Peacock”, 
“ The Sailors are All at the B ar”, “ Sair Fyel’d, Hinny”, 
“ Up the R aw ”, “ Doon the Waggon W ay”, and “ The 
Water of Tyne ”. These songs, as Whittaker truly says, were 
current long before their tunes were published.

Bell collected, though he did not print, many of these 
tunes. Born 1783, he was a bookseller and surveyor, an 
enthusiastic Freemason, a numismatist and librarian of the 
Newcastle Society of Antiquaries; not, Collingwood Bruce 
says, a highly educated man, but a man of great energy,



whose greatest delight was in picking up printed material of 
all kinds, including the most trivial, who loved also to collect 
words and music from oral communication. His large ms. 
collection is written, it is true, in many hands beside his own. 
Tied as he was by business, Bell was unable to travel very 
widely, and he was largely dependent on the kindness of 
others who wrote him down songs they knew or could obtain 
from their friends. But many of the songs appear in Bell’s 
own hand, a very fair hand except when he was writing in 
haste, as he naturally often was when taking down song- 
words.

The tunes in his music-book were presumably mainly 
noted by Bell himself. This book, still preserved at the 
Black Gate, was compiled at the time Bell was putting 
together the Rhymes', it contains more than a hundred 
tunes. It seems to have been the main source for at any rate 
the songs, as distinct from the ballads and pipe-tunes, in the 
Minstrelsy. It contains tunes for nearly all the songs I have 
mentioned as being in the Rhymes, together with many 
others, including some for songs rejected by the editors of 
the Minstrelsy for various reasons: because they were 
regarded as Scottish or Irish, because the words were a little 
coarse, sometimes perhaps because the words were missing. 
Bell often kept words separate from tunes, and long search 
is sometimes necessary before they can be reunited.

But this is a digression from the present purpose, which 
is to describe the collection of song-words by themselves. 
Bell made another effort at collecting in 1829 and 1830, 
ostensibly for a second edition of the Rhymes, which he says 
he was being pressed to make, but which never appeared, 
although Bell lived on to 1864, becoming, we may suppose, a 
bit of a back number. He was not, for instance, chosen as 
one of the Society of Antiquaries Ancient Melodies Commit
tee of 1855. Yet Robert White, one of that committee, in 
1862 described Bell as “ the great collector ”.

James Telfer was, I think, the other main contributor to 
the Minstrelsy, although the pieces chosen from Telfer’s col



lection are far less numerous there than those taken from 
Bell’s. Telfer’s collecting seems to have been done mainly 
in the 1840s, and apparently he noted words only, lacking 
the musical skill to take down tunes. The tunes collected at 
his instance, which bulk larger in the Minstrelsy than Telfer’s 
words, were noted down in 1855 by William Oliver of Lang- 
raw. Telfer, who was born in 1800 and spent most of his 
life as a poor country schoolmaster at Saughtree in Liddes- 
dale, a great friend of Robert White, did not collect his songs 
and ballads entirely in Northumberland: mainly in Teviot- 
dale, Liddesdale, Redesdale and North Tynedale. We owe 
him “ The Death of Parcy Reed ” (a good deal rewritten and 
expanded), “ Rue and Thyme ”, “ The Miller and His Three 
Sons ”, and a number of ballad versions printed by Child. 
A number of songs collected by Telfer have never been 
printed; neither apparently have his versions of “ The Mer
maid” or “ Willie o Winsbury” (Child Nos. 289 and 100).

A figure rather less obscure than Telfer is James Henry 
Dixon, whose Ancient Poems, Ballads and Songs of the 
Peasantry of England (taken down from oral recitation, he 
points out, as well as drawn from written sources) appeared 
in 1846. The material comes only in part from our area, 
but the book is important in this story. “ Together with 
John Bell’s Rhymes . . . [it] is the source,” says Margaret 
Dean-Smith, “ of a succession of books making up what may 
be called the Northern Tradition.” Robert Bell’s Early 
Ballads, 1856, and his Ancient Poems, Ballads and Songs 
(based upon Dixon), 1857, together with the Minstrelsy, 
Stokoe and Reay, and Whittaker, form the rest of the succes
sion; Miss Dean-Smith would no doubt now add A. L. 
Lloyd’s Come All Ye Bold Miners. Dixon was apparently a 
Londoner, educated in Yorkshire, with some connections 
farther north. His collection was expanded by Robert Bell.

Let us now go back in time to give some account of col
lectors of music alone and of collectors of music and words 
together.

John Peacock’s Favourite Collection of Tunes with



Variations Adapted for the Northumbrian Small Pipes, 
Violin or Flute appeared some time in the first decade of the 
nineteenth century. Peacock was a celebrated piper, and 
one of the last of the Newcastle Town Waits.

William Shield, as stated above, published his handful of 
songs about 1817. They include “ The Keel Row” and the 
well-known version of “ Gan tae the Kye ”.

About the same time as Shield’s Rudiments of Thorough 
Bass, in which the Border Tunes were used as illustrations, 
appeared Robert Topliff’s Melodies of the Tyne and the 
Wear. It contains twenty-four tunes, with words for thirteen 
of them, added as an afterthought in compliance with the 
request of several of my friends. It is strange that the words 
should not figure more prominently, for Toplifi was himself 
a singer, a blind man who gave entertainments of popular 
melodies in the principal towns of Northumberland and 
Durham in the 1840s. His book contains words and music 
for “ Blow the Wind Southerly”, “ Bobby Shaftoe”, “ The 
Bonny Pit Laddie ” , “ Christmas Day in the Morning ”, “ The 
Collier’s R ant”, “ Dol-li-a”, “ Elsie Marley”, “ The Keel 
Row”, “ Pelton Lonnin’”, “ Poor Old Horse”, “ Spottee”, 
“ The Sword Dancers’ Song ”, and “ Up the Raw ”.

Thomas Doubleday printed a couple of tunes (“ The 
Weary Cutter” and “ Some Say My Love is Listed”) in a 
delightful contribution to Blackwood’s Magazine in 1821, 
and collected besides the wonderful “ Captain Bover”. 
Joseph Crawhall published a book of tunes for pipers 
in 1887, which includes a number of songs and ballad 
tunes.

All the books mentioned so far contributed, it seems, to 
the Minstrelsy, but Miss M. H. Mason’s Nursery Rhymes and 
Country Songs, 1877, appears to have had no influence on 
our principal collection. Miss Mason was, on her mother’s 
side, a Mitford of Mitford, and although her songs come 
from all over the country, there is a high proportion of Nor
thumbrian pieces among them. None had appeared in 
earlier collections and none was published later in the



Minstrelsy. The six songs marked as coming from Northum
berland include “ As I was A-Going Tweedside ”—a coarser 
version is in Bell’s Rhymes—and “ Lay the Bent to the Bonny 
Broom ” : a long full moralistic text and a fine tune, both of 
which differ from the version in the Minstrelsy. The others 
are “ Dance to Thy Minnie ”, “ Green Grow the Leaves upon 
the Hawthorn Tree ”, “ Johnny Pringle ”, and “ There Was 
an A’d Man Came Over the Lea ”. Nursery Rhymes and 
Country Songs reflects the romantic interest in folk-song 
typical of the second half of the nineteenth century. It has 
pretty, nostalgic illustrations, and piano accompaniments— 
features of many later books of folk-song.

The Northumbrian Minstrelsy, 1882, edited by John Col
lingwood Bruce and John Stokoe, is austere by comparison, 
without illustration or piano accompaniment designed to 
tempt the lay public. In 1855 the Society of Antiquaries of 
Newcastle upon Tyne appointed a Committee of three, 
Robert White, J. C. Fenwick and William Kell, to collect 
the ancient melodies of Northumberland. John Colling
wood Bruce, as one of the Secretaries of the Society, was a 
member of the Committee ex officio. Robert White, then 
53, was a farmer’s son, a Newcastle clerk, a student of local 
history and legend, a verse-writer, and possessor, before he 
died, of a library rich in ballad anthologies and garlands, 
now in the University Library, Newcastle. Whether White 
himself collected from oral communication I do not know; 
he did, however, make his friend Telfer’s collection available 
to the Committee. J. C. Fenwick’s main musical interest 
seems to have been in the small pipes. The third committee, 
member, William Kell, Town Clerk of Gateshead, was also 
chiefly preoccupied with pipe music, of which he was an 
enthusiastic collector. He was the most active member of 
the Committee until his death in 1862. How much exactly 
Collingwood Bruce, the well-known local antiquary, had to 
do with the compilation of the Minstrelsy is not clear, but 
his name appears on the title-page as one of the two editors, 
and he seems to have written the preface.



For a short time Dr. Ions, organist of Durham Cathedral, 
was added to the Committee as musical editor.

The Committee started by writing to various people 
likely to help them in their task, and among others to Thomas 
Doubleday, then 65, whom I have mentioned as collector of 
a few songs. They acquired a copy of Topliff’s book, bor
rowed a copy of Peacock, and ransacked the ms. pipe-tunes 
collected by Robert Elliott Bewick of Gateshead, son of the 
engraver. They bought from old John Bell (aet. 72) the 
book of tunes he had compiled while gathering material for 
his Rhymes. For ballad words, at that early stage, they 
depended on Percy’s Reliques, Ritson’s Northumberland 
Garland, and the Rhymes, together with Robert White’s ms. 
collection, largely coming from Telfer. They got in touch 
with various pipers, notably William Green of Morpeth, who 
had played the small pipes with the regiment in the French 
wars, and James Reid of North Shields, well known for 
many years as a maker and mender of the pipes. These two 
men attended when, on the 19th November, 1857, the Com
mittee presented a report on their work to the Duke and 
Duchess of Northumberland at Alnwick Castle. Kell was 
the principal speaker, and his remarks were illustrated by the 
two pipers. At the end the Duke announced that he 
intended to oifer prizes of £10 and £5 for the two best col
lections of ancient Northumbrian music in score. The Com
mittee decided, in judging these, to keep prominently in 
view the purity of the sets and the number of unpublished 
tunes supplied.

At some point of this Alnwick meeting a small book of 
49 songs and ballad tunes was presented to the Duke. In 
1855, presumably stimulated by news of the Committee’s 
formation, James Telfer had had these airs noted down from 
the mouths of the common people1 in . . .  Teviotdale, Redes
dale and North Tynedale. The tunes were taken down by 
Oliver of Langraw, some at his own choice, but most, we may

1 Telfer’s phrase, which echoes if it does not derive from some words of 
Herder, is earlier than a similar phrase of Baring Gould’s by some thirty years.



suppose, at Telfer’s request. Presumably Telfer went, for 
tunes, as far as possible to the people from whom he had 
noted the words ten years or more earlier. I  got Robert 
Hutton and others to sing or whistle certain of them, Telfer 
says, when Mr. Oliver noted them down. Robert Hutton, of 
Peel, Liddesdale, supplied the tune of “ The Fair Flower of 
Northumberland ”, and a set of words for the same, begin
ning A bailiff’s daughter went out walking, which was 
rejected by the Minstrelsy editors in favour of an older 
printed version, although Hutton’s tune was used. This little 
book of Telfer’s contains the tunes of fourteen, possibly six
teen, Child ballads, with variants of two; eight of these 
tunes were used in the Minstrelsy. Telfer’s book supplied 
also the tunes of “ The Laidley Worm” and “ Rue and 
Thyme”, and contains several other good tunes not used 
in the Minstrelsy.

It was by Telfer’s earnest wish that his tune-book was 
presented to the Duke. The Duke passed it to the Duchess, 
who in her turn in the most handsome manner handed it over 
to the Committee.

There seems to have been only one set of Northumbrian 
music entered for the Duke’s prizes; it was a good collection 
of songs, sent by one Thomas Hepple of Kirkwhelpington: 
some old ballads, as he calls them, as I  have had off by the 
ear since boyhood. Hepple showed most pride in the local 
compositions among his songs, partly because he thought, no 
doubt, that these were the pieces most likely to be new to 
the Committee. He could have wrote out in score, he says, 
many other pieces, but it is likely you may ere now have 
received them. (It is unfortunately quite as likely that the 
committee had not.) Hepple provided the very fine “ Whit
tingham F air”; his “ Battle of Boulogne” and “ American 
Stranger ” were afterwards printed by Stokoe and Reay, but 
some of his songs have never been published—“ Down in 
the Meadows ” (“ Deep in Love ”) is a notable example. The 
committee thanked Hepple warmly and sent him a . dozen 
sheets of music manuscript paper, and, I hope, the £10



prize. Hepple did the committee another service by putting 
them in touch with his cousin, John Baty of Wark, a piper, 
from whose old ms. music book they took another tune for 
the Minstrelsy.

At a meeting in October 1858 the committee resolved 
that some airs were to be prepared for printing as soon as 
may be, the best sets to be selected, without variations. For 
some reason, and in spite of the feeling expressed at 
Alnwick the previous year, that they had already delayed 
too long, nothing was done. Ions, the music editor, was 
already dead. Kell, whose pathetic last note to White is 
quoted in the Minstrelsy, died in 1862, after presenting to the 
Society a set of pipes and a copy of Peacock which he had 
lately acquired, together with his own collection of music. 
John Stokoe was added to the committee in the same year. 
He was to become the most active of them all, gathering a 
great deal of information about the songs and pipe-tunes, 
some of which appears in print only in his Newcastle 
Courant articles, published 1878-81, or in a similar series in 
the Weekly Chronicle, 1887-91. Whether Stokoe himself 
did much collecting of songs is not clear. Perhaps he mainly 
edited other people’s work. We find him, for example, in 
March 1881, going through Robert White’s voluminous 
papers (which included John Bell’s and James Telfer’s 
papers), and perhaps work of this kind and extent is all that 
one can fairly expect of one man. We certainly have good 
reason to be grateful to John Stokoe.

Apart from Robert White’s death in 1870, and Stokoe’s 
Newcastle Courant articles in 1878-81,1 have nothing further 
to record before the publication of the Minstrelsy in 1882, 
except for Collingwood Bruce’s lectures of the years 1877-9, 
on Northumbrian ballads and music, which he gave before 
the Literary and Philosophical Society of Newcastle upon 
Tyne, drawing his information chiefly from the stores col
lected by the Society of Antiquaries.

What strikes one in this story is that the compilation of 
the Minstrelsy was very largely from material already printed



or written down. Apart from Telfer and his collaborator 
Oliver, neither of whom was a member of the Committee, 
nobody seems to have gone out field-collecting on the Com
mittee’s behalf. It was therefore dependent on books, and 
on singers, like Hepple, who were musically literate enough 
to write down their tunes. One notes also the great emphasis 
on the pipes and their music. The Committee was bent on 
reviving the playing of the pipes. This was partly, perhaps, 
out of a wish to please the Duke and Duchess of Northumber
land, who took a great interest in the instrument. At any 
rate the Committee came to think that the Northumbrian 
pipes were the great preservers of Northumbrian music. 
They were, in any case, something peculiar to Northumbria; 
unknown, for example, in Scotland. And the Committee 
was full of local patriotism, resolved to show that Northum
brian music was a music of its own kind, marked off from 
other, music largely through the influence of the pipes. It 
was not only with this criterion, however, that the 
editors excluded from the Minstrelsy tunes they believed 
to be foreign to Northumbria, while reclaiming, mainly 
from Scotland, tunes they regarded as Northumbrian 
property.

Whittaker has a few mild criticisms of the Minstrelsy. 
I  am inclined, he says, to doubt the accuracy of the 
transcriptions. He queries, for'instance, the B natural in 
“ Sair Fyel’d, Hinny”, a tune apparently altered from the 
Aeolian mode. (“ Gan tae the Kye ”, as printed by Shield, 
is another tune under suspicion of similar editorial inter
ference.) Whittaker, long dissatisfied with the melody of 
“ O I Hae Seen the Roses Blaw ”, as printed in the Minstrelsy, 
at last found, in Hepple’s ms., the solution of his problem: a 
version of this tune, which he afterwards printed in his own 
collection, in the Mixolydian mode. Knowledge of modal 
music, commonly associated in Bruce and Stokoe’s day with 
an interest in the revival of liturgical practices and the study 
of medieval music, cannot have been widespread, and the 
editors of the Minstrelsy seem not to have shared it.



“ Bonny at Morn ” is said in their note to be in G minor, but 
appears to be in the Aeolian mode.

At least one of the tunes, it can be shown, was deliber
ately altered: “ Lay the Bent to the Bonny Broom” is 
admittedly taken from D’Urfey, but there are substantial 
unexplained differences. One cannot help wondering if the 
editors themselves modified “ 0 1  Hae Seen the Roses Blaw ”.

Liberties taken with the texts are perhaps less serious. 
Some were no doubt unavoidable: there is, for instance, 
some expurgation. Among the pieces that have suffered 
are “ Ca’ Hawkie”, “ Adam Buckham” and “ Lay the 
Bent ”. Of “ Blow the Winds I-Ho ” only one verse is given, 
and the words of “ Footy again the Wa” \  though men
tioned, are omitted altogether.

“ Jock o’ the Syde ” is possibly rendered more dignified 
by the removal of its refrain (With my fa ding diddle, la. la 
dow diddle), but this is, after all, a convivial, not a dignified 
ballad, and such a refrain suits it.

In several cases known words for pipe-tunes have been 
left out: “ We’ll All Away to Sunniside”, “ Till the Tide 
Comes In ”, “ Little Fishie ”, “ Sunderland Lasses ”, “ Cuddle 
Me Cuddy”, “ Cut and Dry Dolly”, and “ Stay a Wee Bit, 
Bonny. Lad ”. It may be thought that none of these texts 
is a great loss: most are trivial and some are improper.

The scope of the book, although it is perhaps as wide as 
the funds available would allow, seems unduly narrow when 
one realizes that the editors might have included such songs 
as “ Doon the Waggon Way”, “ Gan tae the Kye”, “ The 
Collier’s Rant ” and “ The American Stranger ”. A number 
of excellent songs—besides “ Deep in Love ’’—seem never to 
have been published to this day, although they have been 
available in manuscript from the 1850s at least.

Not enough collecting was done for the Minstrelsy in the 
fishing districts, Whittaker comments; at any rate there are 
only two songs with a fishing milieu, “ O the Bonny Fisher 
L ad” and “ Dance to Thy Minnie”, preserved from what 
must surely have been many.



Bruce and Stokoe’s notes are inadequate on several 
points. Local compositions are not always distinguished 
from traditional verses, although the authors of the former 
are often known. Nothing is said, for instance, about the 
authorship of “ The Mode o’ Wooing ”, or Telfer’s substan
tial revision of “ The Death of Parcy Reed”. An editor 
printing such a collection at a later period might have 
pointed out some floaters—lines or phrases common to 
several songs: “ I Drew My Ship into a Harbour ” for 
example, has several. Both “ O the Bonny Fisher Lad ” and 
“ The Hexhamshire Lass ” have close affinities, which were 
surely recognized and might have been mentioned,, with par
ticular Scottish songs.

There are tune-affinities, too, besides that pointed out as 
linking “ The Miller and His Sons ” with “ The Oxfordshire 
Tragedy” : for example between the airs of “ Here’s the 
Tender Coming” and “ Maw Canny Hinny”; between 
“ Bobby Shaftoe ”, “ Bonny at Morn ” and “ Blow the Wind 
Southerly between “ Broom Green Broom ” (in one phrase) 
and “ The Happy Clown ”.

One regrets, also, the almost complete absence of detail 
as to when, where and by whom the songs were sung, and 
collected. If only the editors had imitated the precision 
Robert Surtees showed in giving such particulars about his 
fake ballads! The Minstrelsy contains no acknowledgement 
to Topliff or Hepple or Robert Bell, and very little to John 
Bell, Telfer and J. H. Dixon. Scott’s Minstrelsy is often 
mentioned, but it is not always easy to know, without turning 
to that book, when its version has been used by Bruce and 
Stokoe. Notes on ballads are generally fuller than those on 
songs, but even these are often disappointing.

The Northumbrian Minstrelsy is thus to be criticized, 
from our modem standpoint, for deficiencies in its tunes, its 
texts, and its notes. But this, we must remember, is a pioneer 
work, from which it would not be fair to expect the editorial 
standards to which Lucy Broadwood, Cecil Sharp and the 
Journal of the Folk Song Society have accustomed us. In



any case, when all is said against it, the Minstrelsy is a great 
collection: our chief treasure-house of Northumbrian folk- 
music, Whittaker calls it, of whose value there can be no 
question.

Turning to later song-books, and merely mentioning 
Joseph Crawhall’s charmingly illustrated Beuk of Newcassel 
Sangs (1888), which adds little to the local store of folk
songs, we come to the important Songs and Ballads of Nor
thern England. Collected and Edited by John Stokoe. Har
monized and Arranged for Pianoforte by Samuel Reay 
(1893). This is substantially a piano edition of the songs in 
the Minstrelsy, but it contains a number of new pieces, 
among them eleven which may be called folk-songs. Reay’s 
accompaniments, the work of an excellent musician, are 
disappointing. They were done, Whittaker points out, before 
Sharp, Vaughan Williams, Butterworth, Percy Grainger and 
others showed us how folk-tunes should be harmonized [and] 
frequently contain harmonic touches which we now feel to be 
wholly unsuitable. The notes, like those in the Minstrelsy, 
are often inadequate or non-existent.

The next collection, the last of the three-major Northum
brian song-books, is much later than the others. W. G. Whit
taker’s North Countrie Ballads, Songs and Pipe-Tunes, for 
Use in Home and School appeared in 1921, although it was 
put together before the First World War. It has piano 
accompaniments, more successful than Reay’s, but still fewer 
notes on the songs. Most of its material comes, from the 
Minstrelsy and other printed sources. Of the unpublished 
songs, two were from Sir Richard Terry’s collecting (the 
well-known “ Billy Boy” and “ Ma Bonny Lad”). Two 
were from old manuscript books of the Society of Anti
quaries : “ Chrissemis Day in the Morning ” (which is a 
variant of “ I Saw Three Ships ”, printed in the Minstrelsy) 
and Hepple’s tune for “ 0  1 Hae Seen the Roses Blaw”. 
“ Lavender’s Blue ” comes, I think, from Crawhall’s collec
tion, and “ Doon the Waggon Way ”, both words and music, 
comes from John Bell; this last song had had to wait more



than a hundred years for publication! There are three songs 
collected by Whittaker himself: “ Madam I Will Buy You ”, 
“ When This Old Hat Was New ”, and “ Wrap Up (He 
collected at least one more song, later on: “ When I was 
young I Lived in a Ha’ ”—a version of “ The Joyful Maid 
and the Sorrowful Wife ”.)

Northumbria does not seem to have been much visited 
by collectors during that very active period of folk-song col
lecting, the fifteen years or so which preceded the First World 
War. Vaughan Williams, Anne Gilchrist and Cecil Sharp 
each published a few songs from the area. Later on, Sir 
Richard Terry included some Northumbrian material in his 
Shanty Books (1921 and 1926) and in Salt Sea Ballads (1931). 
Still later, Francis Collinson, Ewan McColl and Peggy 
Seeger, and others—equipped, many of them, with the 
tape-recorder, which in the last dozen years or more has 
made collecting so much easier than it was—have noted 
songs, for the most part unpublished. Some of these have 
appeared on gramophone records such as The Elliotts of 
Birtley and Geordie Songs, but many more remain as tape- 
recordings or enjoy a new life in the repertoires of singers 
in the local folk-song clubs.

There is, however, one more book to mention. A. L. 
Lloyd’s Come All Ye Bold Miners, published in 1952, con
tains popular verse and songs connected, with mining from 
all over the country, but more from the north-east than from 
anywhere else. A large part of its contents comes from 
printed sources, but much is newly collected. It is chiefly 
a book of words, but contains a handful of tunes; for the 
rest, it names tunes to which the songs are to be sung, as 
Bell’s Rhymes and many another Newcastle song-book had 
done before it. The excellent introduction and notes give 
for the first time a history and description of the character 
of mining songs, which Lloyd, both here and in a later essay 
on industrial folk-song, distinguishes from the folk-songs of 
the rural population. His collection is the latest stage, so 
far, of the Northern Tradition.
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