MEMOIR

JAZZ NIGHT IN
ELPHRIN r o

IN A PREVIOUS treatise,
[ wrote about the showband era
of the 1960s. At that time 650
bands plied their trade through-
out the 32 counties. Music
knows no boundaries. Every
week people flocked to dance
halls to see and hear their
favourite bands. Not to go was
just unthinkable. It was a ritual
to go dancing at least once a
week.
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teacher. On clarinet was Jimmy
Shivnan from Arigna, Ireland’s
best, without shadow of doubt.
On trombone was Aidan Canning
from Ballinamore—another gifted
musician in the top pantheon.
On bass was Noel Morrison and
on drums, Dominic Smith, both
from Sligo.

The great Dixieland aficionados
from Mohill and Carrick were in
attendance on the night. These
included such noted dancers
such as Dick and Margaret
Lawrence, Gerry O’Malley -
more associated with his exploits
in the slow waltz department,
Vincie Crossan—a master of the
quick step, Cyril McGovern- a
doyen of the military two step
and Gabriel Moran, the honours
graduate of the Levinge acad-
emy of rock n'roll. However as
these people are very versatile
there were well able to hack the
jazz dancing as practised on
Bourbon Street and South Rampart
Street, New Orleans. Wherever
there is a gathering of Leitrim
people, it is a sure guarantee
that the craic will be well above
the statutory ninety. Jazz night
in Elphin was no exception.

After a great night of dancing,
Terry Lightfoot and his Jazzmen
and the Savoy Swing Seven
musicians repaired to the band-
room for refreshments and
discussion on the music scene.
As I knew Roddy Gillen, Aidan
Canning and Christy Armstrong
very well, I decided to join them—
masquerading as a musician.

After a few bevvies, Terry
decided to give a masterclass.
He started by playing a tune
that nobody in that room had
heard previously and stopped
halfway, asking Jimmy Shivnan
to use his imagination to play a
hot chorus on the rest of the
tune. Musicians call this exer-
cise—wait for it—deep breath-
extemporising on a theme.
Jimmy did the extemporising
without any bother as did the
other members of the band,
each giving their own interpre-
tation of the piece. The music
here was of a much higher
standard than anything played
in the ballroom. As Terry looked
baffled, I asked him “What do you
think of these lads?” Very excit-
edly he said “This country is out
of sight, I cannot believe what
[ am hearing. I come to a small
town in the West of Ireland and
hear musicians as brilliant as
these”.

What happened this elite
group of musicians I hear you
ask? A few theories have been
put forward. In the 1960s most

bands played songs from the
English Top 20, the Irish Top 10
and the American Top 20. Then
along comes a Texas Messiah
called Jim Reeves preaching the
gospel of country music. He had
eleven songs in the Irish Top 10
charts in the period 1962-1967.
His influence and that of other
country singers such as Larry
Cunningham, Tommy Hands
and Ray Lynam cannot be
overstated. They found many
“disciples” especially in rural
Ireland. Secondly the Savoy
Swing Seven was not marketed
properly and the vast dancing
populace was not aware of their
talent.

Thomas Gray, 1716-1771,
said it all in his poem:

ELEGY WRITTEN IN A
COUNTRY CHURCHYARD
Full many a gem of purest rqy serene
The dark unfathomed caves of ocean bear
Full many q flow’r is born to blush unseen

And waste its sweetness on the

desert air

Shanhnon
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