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This is a two-CD compilation of recordings made by
Helen Creighton between 1943 and 1954. The first
CD comprises twenty-one performances of ballads
and songs the subject matter of which is linked in one
way or another with the sea; there are eighteen
different songs (three items, "The Sailor's Alphabet",

"Golden Vanity" and "Nova Scotia Song" are
included in two versions) sung by twelve informants.
The second CD has twenty-six items, most of which
are shanties, the remainder consisting of comments
on the songs or accounts of the functions of shantysinging in the days of sail.
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For me, the most valuable thing about this particular
release is that we finally get to hear what a few of
those famous source singers sounded like. Ben
Henneberry is unfortunately missing, and so is his
son Edmund. One wonders why, since they both
knew plenty of maritime ballads and sea songs, and a
few of the items that were included do not seem
absolutely essential candidates for inclusion. Nor are
Nathan Hatt or Angelo Dornan included, although
perhaps their repertoires didn't fit the theme of this
collection. On the other hand, Catherine Gallagher is
featured prominently, singing (in addition to "Henry
Martyn") "Golden Vanity", "The Chesapeake and
Shannon", and the famous "Broken Ring Song", a
distant relative of "The Dark Eyed Sailor". We get
two examples of Walter Roast's excellent singing: a
remarkable ballad of the supernatural titled "The
Ghostly Sailors" about the aftermath of a collision
between two ships that occurred in the 1860s, and his
fine performance of "Nova Scotia Song" (aka
"Farewell to Nova Scotia"). There is only one
example of Richard Hartlan, perhaps not quite at his
best, singing "The Banks of Newfoundland", in an
accent that suggests an Irish, or perhaps
Newfoundland, ancestry. Dennis Smith is missing,
but Dennis Williams of Musquodoboit is represented
by the better (and earlier) of the two accounts of "The
Sailor's Alphabet".

Although little or nothing has been done to enhance
the quality of the original recordings, they are, in the
main, remarkably good for their time. Curiously, the
disc recordings made by Helen in 1943 for the
Library of Congress on a Presto machine loaned by
Alan Lomax sound marginally better than the slightly
muddy-sounding tape-recordings made for the
National Museum between 1949 and 1954, except
where the discs have obvious and irritating
imperfections, such as the regularly repeated clunk
that mars Catherine Gallagher's rendition of "Henry
Martyn".
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The decision to feature sea-related material has led to
the inclusion of various less well-known or less
prolific informants. For example, Earl Smith of
Lower Clark's Harbour was one of the first of many
sailors or ex-seamen that Helen recorded with a
National Museum tape-recorder, and here we have
him singing "The Golden Vanity" and "The
Mermaid" (a version identical in tune and words to
the one I learned in elementary school in rural
England in the early 1950s). John Obe Smith of
Seabright was visited by Helen a year later, in July
1950, and he contributes "Quays of Belfast" as well
as the other variant of "The Sailor's Alphabet". The
very same month Helen also discovered Otis Hubley,
and his account of "The Dreadful Ghost" is one of the
highlights of the CD, as is Dan Livingstone's "The
Wreck of the Cariboo", which dates from a year
later. On the other hand, I was less than overwhelmed
by Stillman Muise's two songs, performed to country
& western style guitar accompaniment, about the loss
of the Vestris, and Tom Cornealy was better at
reciting his ballads than singing them. In short, as
might be expected, the performances vary in quality,
although the material is always interesting. Overall
this is a fascinating CD that I am very glad to have
available for repeated hearings.
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Obviously, for anyone interested in Helen
Creighton's work as a collector or in Nova Scotia's
heritage of traditional song, this pair of CDs is a
welcome and important release. The more so,
perhaps, because the accompanying booklet informs
us that "Songs of the Sea" is only the first in a series
of projected issues of field recordings from the
Creighton Fonds at the Public Archives of Nova
Scotia. Plans are apparently underway for releasing
"recordings from Mi'kmaq, Acadian, African Nova
Scotian and Gaelic speaking informants as well as a
series of Songs and Ballads and Instrumental Music".
Great, I look forward to these eagerly. It would be
particularly nice to see a CD devoted to each of
Helen's most celebrated informants, including Ben
Henneberry, Catherine Gallagher, Walter Roast,
Richard Hartlan, Dennis Smith, Nathan Hatt, and
Angelo Dornan. But I do hope subsequent issues will
make careful and limited use of a digital editing
program to compensate for damage incurred by the
original discs and tapes. It seems surprising that the
option of so doing was apparently rejected for this
first compilation.
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Compared to the first, I have to confess that I found
the second CD less enthralling. Not that it is poor;
indeed it is a very valuable historical document.
Perhaps it is just that the genre of the shanty is
limited in variety, and the songs have to be performed
really vigorously and tunefully to sustain extended
listening. There are lots of shanties here, most of
which are sung fairly effectively, although too often
the informants end abruptly after a stanza or two with
an apology that the remaining verses have slipped
their memories. The result is that several of the items
are fragments rather than complete songs. Many of
the best performances date from 1943, and, luckily,
there are quite a few of them: for example, Arthur
Hilton, leading a group of Yarmouth Sea Captains in
"Blow the Man Down", "Whiskey Johnny", "Robin
Ranzo", "Shenandoah", "Homeward Bound" and
"Poor Old Man". Other informants include William
H. Smith, recorded in Liverpool in August 1948, and
Sandy Stoddard of Lower Ship Harbour, recorded

four years later. Tom Cornealy, one of my least
favourite performers on the first CD, reappears on
this one too, with a similar mix of tentative singing
and confident recitation. Perhaps the two best tracks
are Paul Myra's version of "Blow My Bully Boys
Blow", which includes an account of rigging the
schooner Bluenose for the lengendary skipper Angus
Walters, and Leander Macumber's fragment of
"Leave Her, Johnny, Leave Her", which is beautifully
sung but all too brief. This CD has its moments, and
it certainly does not lack interest, but musically it is
inferior to its companion. Frankly, I would have
preferred to have seen a second CD of ballad and
other sea songs, with a few shanties mixed in. But
perhaps the Creighton society has a specialized local
market of Maritimes sailing buffs in mind with this
one. My advice is to buy the set anyway, but
primarily for the singing of Catherine Gallagher and
Walter Roast on CD # 1.
David Gregory, Athabasca, Alberta
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