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These recordings speak to many of my own longstanding interests, including my 
longstanding engagement with the singing traditions of Irish travellers.  These interests 
date from my days as an undergraduate student doing fieldwork with a number of 
traveller singers in my hometown of Tuam, Co. Galway.  In particular, it is the strong 
sense of nostalgia and McCarthy’s reminiscences on the traveller way of life, told 
through his idiosyncratic singing style that personally appeals.  As well as nostalgia and 
loss, the songs speak to issues of both marginalisation and empowerment.  The 
opening song of Round Top Wagon, ‘Down the Road’, is a good example of this.  
Loneliness and regret are invoked throughout the song – he sings of “long, long ago”, 
and “the old ones, they’re all dead and gone”.  But it is also a powerful endorsement of 
the traveller lifestyle: “Every valley, every glen / every dell I knows well / for the 
highway it is my home”.  
 
The songs on these recordings present a strong sense of identity, both traveller and 
Irish.  This is supported by the text of Tommy McCarthy’s website, “I am an Irish 
Traveller, and come from a long line of old traditional singers and musicians who kept 
the tradition of singing strong” (http://www.thomasmccarthyfolk.com/).  The diasporic 
voice is also strongly heard here.  Susan Motherway’s description of Irish travellers as 
the “internal other” (2013: 103) therefore seems particularly apt.  The repertoire 
explored is quite diverse, ranging from political ballads such as ‘The Escape of John 
Mitchel’, to classical ballads such as ‘Lady Margaret’ (Child No. 77), and from newly-
composed material such as ‘There Was a Time’, to songs praising place and 
individuals, as well as love songs, comic songs and songs of emigration.  Much of the 
repertoire directly references traveller lifestyle, such as ‘Gum Shellac’ and ‘The Round 
Top Wagon’.  ‘Felix and Johnny Doran’ is a praise piece featuring the uilleann pipes 
(finishing with a set of piping reels) and is a strong endorsement of the contribution of 
travellers to Irish traditional music. 
 
The explosion of media attention on travellers’ lifestyle and traditions over the past 
number of years has often focused on the more extreme aspects of their culture for 
dramatic effect.  It is difficult to view much of this depiction as anything other than 
sensationalism, and while there have been more balanced representations of traveller 
culture in the media recently, these are unfortunately in the minority.  At the same time, 
and conversely, travellers have long been lauded and recognised as having particularly 
important roles in the transmission and identity of Irish traditional music, song and 
dance.  Families such as the Keenans, the Dohertys, the Dunnes and the Fureys come 
to mind.  Of course, this situation is mirrored in Scottish traditional song contexts, 
where travellers are generally more highly valued, particularly in relation to traditional 
song.  In fact, the modern folksong revival in Scotland has been attributed to the 
fortuitous meeting between Hamish Henderson and traveller singer Jeannie Robertson.  
Henderson describes this first meeting, the “discovery of Jeannie in the summer of ’53 
was the culmination of all my hopes.  I felt in my bones that in the Northeast, which had 
given so much balladry to Scotland and the world in the past, there must be somebody 
there who not only was a great tradition bearer but probably a great personality as well.  
I felt this without having any concrete… I mean I’d recorded a number of good singers 
right enough with Alan [Lomax], but nobody on the scale of Jeannie. So I was lucky 
that I eventually got hold of her.” (Henderson, quoted in Niles and Long, 1986: 83-84).  
In an Irish context, the collector and academic Tom Munnelly, writing from the 1970s 
onwards, highlighted the influence and importance of travellers to the Irish song 
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tradition, especially in the preservation and transmission of medieval ballads such as 
‘The Well Below the Valley’.  Songs in the repertoire of traveller John Reilly, who died 
in tragic circumstances in 1969, have influenced bands such as Planxty, a band that 
recorded and performed some of Reilly’s ballads to international acclaim.  McCarthy’s 
recordings are a timely reminder of the importance of traveller singers to Irish 
traditional song, as well as a substantial contribution to this tradition. 
 
Tom Munnelly was the first to explore Irish travellers’ singing style and repertoire in 
relation to Irish traditional song (1975).  He describes the traveller style of singing as 
“generally high-pitched and somewhat nasal; very different from the more intimate and 
heavily ornamental style fleuri common in the Irish language (the so-called Sean-Nós) 
and much more reminiscent of the street singer and broadsheet hawker, occupations 
which were until very recently, actively pursued by the travellers” (6-7).  McCarthy’s 
style, while not particularly high-pitched, has a definite nasal quality and resonates with 
the style of many traveller singers in its delivery and rich quality of tone.  However, his 
singing style is quite idiosyncratic, with an interesting and distinctive use of vibrato that 
is very evident in Herself and Myself. His use of ornamentation is particularly 
interesting and it is prolific and often dramatic.  An example of this can be heard in the 
eponymous ‘Herself and myself’ where the striking use of vibrato here could certainly 
be characterised as ornamental.  McCarthy often uses ornamentation to reiterate 
certain musical phrases and also certain words. These individualistic stylistic traits 
make his style of singing instantly recognisable.  Phrasing is at times quite dramatic, as 
can be heard in ‘My Heart’s in Erin’, but it normally follows the flow of the words.  
Generally, the declamatory nature of McCarthy’s performance is perhaps tempered by 
the studio environment. His style could be said to be grounded in Irish traditional song 
in its widest definition (the problematisation of the term in this context is beyond the 
scope of this review), the unaccompanied nature of the vast majority of the songs, his 
use of ornamentation and his description of the material as ‘all great old songs’ 
(http://www.thomasmccarthyfolk.com/) support this description.  The few accompanied 
songs feature guitar and also pipes and banjo, instruments particularly associated with 
Irish traveller music.  At times, some of the songs on Round Top Wagon seem to 
attempt to create the sound of a live singing session with a raw, interactive feel, 
accentuated by the presence of a chorus. 
 
To my ears, the recording of Thomas’ mother, Mary McCarthy, who sings the last song 
on Round Top Wagon, resolutely reflects Munnelly’s descriptions of the traveller style 
of singing and this addition is a personal highlight.  The sound of Mary’s singing 
brought me right back to the richness of my earliest field work experiences and is, in 
my opinion, a fitting conclusion to these compelling recordings, which are bold and 
colourful expressions of traveller identity through song. 
 
Dr Sandra Joyce,  
Irish World Academy of Music and Dance, University of Limerick 
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