An Evening With the Irish

By David Phillips


I’m not really the right person to be reviewing a musical performance. I have no training in music, I’m not musically gifted, and I am not one of those fortunate people who seem to have music flowing through their very souls. But I do enjoy music, and I have always been a big fan of the music of language, that special sound and rhythm that emanates from well chosen words being written or spoken in a manner that takes on a musical quality of its own. And so it was that Friday night’s performance by Mairtin de Cogain and Jimmy Crowley, Captain Mackey’s Goatskin and Stringband, jumped off the Hesperia Hall stage and right into my lap.

Several of us “outsiders” drove out from King City and Lockwood in the big van again, this time attracted by the promise of some good Irish music and the ever present charm and warmth of the Hall on a chilly Friday evening. We had heard that the music promised to be excellent, and we anticipated some soulful ballads sung with a thick Irish brogue and some lively Irish melodies. What we did not anticipate was the broad range of talent and entertainment that would be put on display by these two very gifted men.


Mairtin and Jimmy are fine musicians, but what brought their presentation to a very special level was their passion for the language, the history, the culture, and the traditions of Ireland and the Irish people. Well, all that and a wicked sense of humor that they share. Before each song, before Mairtin would begin mesmerizing the crowd with his fingers rolling the drumstick on the goatskin drum and Jimmy would begin picking and strumming the dordan, an eight-stringed instrument that looked a bit like an odd shaped guitar but sounded like it could be related to a mandolin, the stories began to flow. As each story unfolded, usually as a preface to the song that would follow, a bit of Irish tradition was shared. Sometimes it was a glimpse into some local custom, sometimes a look into the hearts of some of the many Irishmen who chose to leave “the island” and head abroad for reasons ranging from adventure to patriotism to wanderlust. And as the evening unfolded, it became apparent that these two very talented musicians have a passion for their homeland, its people, and its culture that they love to share. They offered a glimpse into the soulful nature of the Irish, a people well connected to the soil of their home and the basic rhythms of life, and always with a twinkle in the eye that let all know that life is far too serious to be taken seriously.

The music of the Irish language and the music of the Irish use of the English language flowed over the Hesperia Hall, just as rich in melody as the music of the instruments and the fine singing voices of Mairtin and Jimmy. With lyrics ranging from the haunting theme of “Who Knows Where the Wind Blows”, a tale of two Irish brothers who tragically and ironically face each other in the Battle of Gettysburg, to a mischievous re-working of a number of Mother Goose rhymes, they offered a delightful series of contrasts in tone, mood, and melodies. And when Mairtin finished his story about the tea man, with the farmer out in the cold and dark and the farmer’s wife telling the tea man “now’s your chance...”, well let us simply say that you had to be there. 

Very satisfying rhythms, beautiful melodies, deep brooding lyrics blended with uproariously hilarious ones, marvelous story telling, and a loving presentation of many things Irish; it was an evening to cherish, and one to remember for a long time to come.

For a bit more about Mairtin, Jimmy, and Captain Mackey’s Goatskin and Stringband, log on to www.captainmackey.com.
