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HHHHH
Sharp – and to the point

 Earlier this year, a remarkable ‘Who’s Who’ 
of the new British folk scene assembled in 
London’s Cecil Sharp House. Lined up on 
stage were Steve Knightley from Show Of 
Hands, along with Kathryn Roberts, Jim Moray and his sister 
Jackie Oates, Patsy Reid from the Scottish band Breabach and 

the squeeze-box exponent Andy Cutting, joined by the Canadian banjo player 
Leonard Podolak and the fine American singer Caroline Herring. They had just 
spent a week working together in a house in the English countryside, where they 
had been asked to write a concept work about Cecil Sharp, England’s most 
celebrated folk song collector. 

 Cecil Sharp Project is a triumph, both because of the variety in the music, and 
the way the different folk celebrities work together, constantly performing 
in different combinations and swapping solos, and because of the quality and 
originality of their songs. Cecil Sharp is famous for having collected folk songs in 
England and then in America, at the start of the last century, but little is known 
about his private life. Yet here his life and work are celebrated with songs that are 
thoughtful, poignant, funny, and even critical.

 The album starts with Steve Knightley’ sturdy and unexpectedly moving 
‘Mining For Songs’, explaining Sharp’s aim in searching for English folk songs that 
had moved with immigrants to the Appalachian mountains, and it’s followed by 
another fine song from Jackie Oates, ‘Mother England,’ a tribute to two sisters 
who helped Sharp in his research. From then on, the album constantly changes 
direction. There are examples of the songs Sharp collected in England and America, 
including a stomping ‘Ol’ Groundhog’ from Podolak, and demonstrations of how the 
song ‘The Lover’s Lament’ changed as it crossed the Atlantic. Then there are songs 
about Sharp himself, including Jim Moray’s ‘Dear Kimber,’ a true story of Sharp’s 
sexist approach to female morris dancers; ‘Aunt Maria,’ a reminder from Steve 
Knightley that Sharp seemed more interested in white English songs than those 
of African Americans; a foot-stomping blues about Sharp’s vegetarianism and a 
novelty piece about his (imagined) relationship with his assistant. Then there’s a 
fine modern murder ballad from Caroline Herring, and – best of all – ‘The Ghost of 
Songs’, a moving tribute to all those who gave Sharp their songs.
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Shrewsbury Folk Festival’s 
equivalent to the Big Brother house


