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While being interviewed for notes for the 1999 MCA Records compilation The Best 
of the Irish Rovers, co-founder and current leader George Millar let it be known that 
he’d like to see an album concentrating less on the novelty songs they’d been so 
successful with on record — “The Unicorn,” and “The Biplane, Ever More,” for 
instance — and more on the traditional or traditional-styled Irish material that has 
made them favorite concert entertainers for more than three decades. Millar, for various 
reasons, was unable to participate in the preparation of this album, but we hope that 
it’s close to what he had in mind... a selection of songs reflecting the Irish experience, 

recorded for Decca Records between 1968-1971. 

The Irish Rovers Then 

Nearing their thirty-sixth year of entertaining the public, the Irish Rovers were born 
as a group in Canada, with brother Will and George Millar and their cousin, Joe Millar — 
all expatriates from Ballymena, in County Antrim — and Jimmy Ferguson, who’d 

moved to Toronto from Belfast. 
The group moved to California, where they quickly caught on in San Francisco 

clubs. On a visit to the Ice House, a club in Pasadena, they were spotted by Decca 
Records executive Charles “Bud” Dant, who signed them to the label. Their second 
album included a song, “The Unicorn,” that Will had been singing on his children’s 
TV show in Calgary. The number became an international hit; one they’re still singing 
every performance today, more than 25 albums later (that song, several more of their 
popular favorites and a more complete group biography were gathered on The Best oj 
the Irish Rovers, MCAD-11958). 

The Recordings 

On this album, as for the first thirty years of their career, George Millar plays guitar 
and sings backing vocals. Joe Millar plays harmonica and button accordion (“which we 
called in Ireland a Melodeon,” notes Will). Jimmy Ferguson sang many of the lead vocals, 

alternating with Will, and took over the onstage hosting when Will left the band. 
Jimmy had the larger voice; Will sings like a leprechaun. Wilcil McDowell, a champion 

accordion player, joined for the band’s third album, All Hung Up, after Joe Millar’s 
temporary departure. He also played electronic keyboards. Will Millar kids that he was 

(and remains) “the bane of every road guy, because I played about 16 instruments.” 
On these recordings, he’s heard predominantly on pennywhistle, autoharp, mandolin 
and four-string banjo, and opens the album on bodhran, the traditional Irish drum. 

On record, Will says, the band always used a session musician on bass, and often 
brought in lead guitarists including Glen Campbell and Mike Deasy. Bud Dant, producer 
of several of these sessions, occasionally took the band’s unfinished tapes to Nashville, 

overdubbing local musicians there. 

The Songs 

“King of the Faeries” was a tune that Will and George Millar’s father played on the 
button accordion, to which Will added an old poem. “The rest of the Rovers were content 

to let me plunder away with my old books and sit in folk clubs, listening for material — 
they didn’t do that (kind of research); they were more interested in the Beatles.” Will 
sings lead. 

Sean McCarthy was a singer and songwriter from Tralee, in County Kerry, with 
whom Will had “many great sessions. He wasn’t much of a singer, but people loved 
him because he was a great storyteller.” McCarthy wrote all his own material; 
“Mountain Tay” is one of those songs, with all of the Rovers alternating vocals. Notes 
Will, “It’s a protest song, if you like. The Irish were forced to pay high taxes to the 



English government, so illegal distilling became a respectable trade in story and song.” 
Joe Millar sings lead on “Bridget Flynn,” a traditional number that Will adapted for 

the Rovers. 
“Up Among The Heather” is “...a Highland melody with my adapted words,” says 

Will. “I heard it originally sung in a folk club in Scotland when the Rovers were doing 
one of our TV shows on location in the Highlands, about 1970. The line ‘never trust 
an Irishman an inch above yer knee’ was a slogan to live by, back then when we 
rolled into town.” 

The Millars had been a musical family long before Will, George and Joe teamed up 
professionally. When the family would gather for singing sessions, “Bonnie Kellswater” 

was their grandmother’s “party piece.” Will loves the melody of “Bonnie Kellswater” 
so much that he included it on one of his own instrumental albums. Joe sings lead 
here. Kellswater itself is only a few miles from where the Millars grew up; the actor 
Liam Neeson is from the same area. 

Going to school in Northern Ireland, Will says, the future Rovers learned a version 
of Irish history that favored the English. After the success of “The Unicorn,” Will 
moved back to Ireland, “just about the time the bombs started going off (after the 
English occupation)... I was really into the civil unrest and started learning Irish history. 
‘Pat from Mullingar’ was a poem from an Irish rebel book. It was quite kosher in those 
days to sing rebel songs. Jimmy came from a real rebel area of Belfast and was quite 
happy to sing them. Mullingar is on the border between the north and south — bandit 
country as they call it.” 

The Rovers had a television variety series that ran in Canada for six years, followed 
by several specials. One of the regular features was a segment that “had girl dancers 
hammering it out” to instrumentals; “Rovers’ Fancy” is such a number, combining 
two old fiddle tunes and featuring Wilcil’s accordion. 



While they were establishing themselves in the States, the Rovers based in San Francisco. 
“I was living in my flat with a gorgeous hippie girl,” recalls Will, “while we were playing 
at a club called the Blarney Stone, just a block from the corner of Haight and Ashbury. 

I’d walk about with my tin whistle, seducing women. ‘Pennywhistle Peddler’ was a 
direct product of those days.” Wilcil plays the harpsichord-sounding electronic keyboard 

on this number, as redolent of patchouli incense as it is of peat moss. 
The next four songs are all based on historical events following the “potato famine” 

or “great hunger” of 1845-1848. During that time, Ireland’s population declined by 

more than 20% — half due to starvation, disease and freezing to death, and half as a 

result of emigrating to England or the United States or Canada. Of those who shipped 
to the United States and Canada, an estimated 20 per cent died at sea; another 20 per 

cent within weeks of arrival, the result of disease. “Shamrock Shore” deals with the 
move West, as do “Banks of Newfoundland” and “Shores of Americay.” Will Millar 

notes that the “holy stone and sand” mentioned in “Banks of Newfoundland” refers 

to the pumice used in scrubbing decks. 
When they arrived, many Irish found that (even though there had been entire 

battalions of their countrymen during the Civil War) they weren’t welcome, especially 

in areas where they were competing with locals for what little work was available. 
And, many hated the English for perceived injustices back home. The Molly Maguires — 
named after a widow who had led social protests in Ireland 20 years earlier — was 
one of several secret brotherhoods formed by the immigrant Irish. Attempting to work 
in the coal mines of northeastern Pennsylvania and West Virginia, the Molly Maguires 
may have engaged in sabotage and assassination in their fight against discrimination 
and for better working conditions. Four — Alexander Campbell, Edward Kelly, 
John Donohue and Michael Doyle — were hanged for murder on “Black Thursday/4 
June 21, 1877. 

Even today, some claim that the four were framed by railroad and coal interests who 
were fighting attempts at unionization.“The Lament of the Molly Maguires” stands un¬ 
equivocally behind the members of the group without challenging the charges against them. 

Will says that he has no idea where the concept of “Fiddler’s Green” comes from. 
It’s clearly a seafarer’s heaven — what the landlubbers’ song called “The Big Rock 
Candy Mountain” — and must have sounded quite appealing after several weeks on 
the Atlantic. The title crops up often, from pubs to a prominent Colorado concert venue. 

The three brief tunes that make up “The Rovers’ Street Song Medley” are all Scottish in 
origin, though the Millars heard them at home: Northern Ireland and Scotland are — due 
to migration back and forth through the past several hundred years — in some ways 

closer than Northern Ireland than the Irish Republic. “Little girls would be skipping 
down the streets, singing songs like ‘You Canna Shove Your Granny Off the Bus’,” 
recalls Will. “And they’d imitate bagpipes by holding their noses while they sane ‘Ma, 
ma, will you buy me a banana’... You know the definition of ‘gentleman’? It’s some 

who knows how to play a bagpipe, but won’t.” Somehow, Doug Dillard’s jaunty 
bluegrass banjo sounds right at home in this unusual context. 

“Pigs Can’t Fly,” the final entry in this collection, sounds like an old street song, 
but isn’t — Will wrote it in his San Francisco days. The Rovers knew a lot of songs for 
youngsters, dating from Will’s days hosting a kid’s show in Calgary, and in their own 

series, they’d dedicate a segment to such material each week. 

The Irish Rovers Today 

Will Millar split from his fellow Rovers in 1995. George and Joe Millar, Wilcil McDowell 
and Jimmy Ferguson continued until Ferguson’s death in his sleep on October 8, 1997; 
the band was — typically — on the road at the time. Today, the roving Rovers 
consist of George and Joe Millar, Wilcil McDowell, John Reynolds, Sean O’Driscoll, 
and Kevin McKeown. 



Will Millar’s band, SOME MAD IRISHMEN, use back projections and Irish dancing 
in many of their shows; he’s also released four instrumental albums under his own 
name. Of the split with his long-time “brothers” (in the figurative and literal sense), 
he notes, with a sigh, “We made a lot of great music together, and I certainly don’t 
wish them any ill winds. We lived together for 30 years. There’s a certain camaraderie 
that no one can match. It was too bad that it ended in a typical Irish fashion — rather 

stormily. There’s certainly room for more Irish music in the world. 
“If my grandchildren ask ‘what did you do,’ I can pull out those Rovers albums and 

there’s me and my leprechaun voice and the rest of the boys singing; I’d be very proud 

of that.” 
- Todd Everett November 1999 

* 
1) King of the Faeries (D) 

(Will Millar) 
(recorded 7/29/69) 

2) Mountain Tay (E) 

(Sean McCarthy) 
(recorded 7/6/71) 

3) Bridget Flynn (A) 

(Will Millar) 
(recorded 8/15/67) 

4) Up Among the Heather (B) 

(Will Millar) 
(recorded 5/31/68) 

5) Bonnie Kellswater (A) 

(George Millar-Will Millar) 
(recorded 7/31/67) 

6) Pat from Mullingar (A) 

(Will Millar) 
(recorded 8/15/67) 

7) Rovers Fancy (B) 

(Wilcil McDowell-George Millar-Will Millar) 
(recorded 5/31/68) 

8) Pennywhistle Peddler (C) 

(George Millar-Will Millar) 
(recorded 11/5/68) 

9) Shamrock Shore (B) 

(George Millar-Will Millar) 

(recorded 5/31/68) 

10) Banks of Newfoundland (D) 

(Will Millar) 
(recorded 7/29/69) 

11) Shores of Americay (E) 

(Wilcil McDowell-George Millar-Will Millar) 
(recorded 5/31/68) 

12) Lament for the Molly Maguires (E) 

(George Millar-Will Millar) 
(recorded 2/26/70) 

13) Fiddler’s Green (E) 

(Will Millar) 
(recorded 7/6/71) 

14) The Rovers Street Song Medley (F) 

(traditional) 
(recorded 8/9/68) 

15) Pigs Can’t Fly (G) 

(Will Millar) 
(recorded 11/5/68) 

(A) From Decca album DL74951 “The Unicorn.” 

Released January 15, 1968; (B) From Decca album 

DL75637 “All Hung Up.” Released September 30, 

1968; (C) From Decca album DL75681 “Tales to 

Warm Your Mind.” Released April 14, 1969; 

(D) From Decca album DL75157 “The Life of the 

Rover.” Released October 13, 1969; (E) From Decca 

album DL75302 “On the Shores of Americay.” 

Released October 11, 1971; (F) Previously 

unreleased; (G) Previously unreleased 

“unsweetened" version. Final version was on 

“Thles to Warm Your Mind” 



Will Millar was interviewed, specifically for this project, in December, 1999 

For further information on the current Irish Rovers, check http://www.irish-rovers.demon.co.uk 

Will Millar’s website is http://www.celtic-music.com 

This album is dedicated to the memory of Charles “Bud” Dant, long-time musician, 

veteran Decca Records producer and executive, and the man who signed The Irish 

Rovers to the label. He died of natural causes on October 31, 1999, at the age of 92. 

Compiled by Todd Everett 

Produced by Andy McKaie 

Digitally re-mastered by Jim Phillips, MCA Music Media Studio, No. Hollywood, CA. 

Art Direction: Vartan 

Design: Ryan Rogers @ Wilson Design Group 

Photo Research: Geary Chansley (Chansley Ent. Archives) 

Photo Credits: Photofest and Showtime Archives (Toronto) 

Production Coordination: Beth Stempel 

Thanks to Randy Aronson, Lynn Kerman, and everyone in the Universal Vault. 
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11) Shores of Americay 

12) Lament for the Molly Maguires 

13) Fiddler’s Green 

14) The Rovers Street Song Medley' 

is) Pigs Can’t Fly (unsweetened)* 
•Previously unreleased 

1) King of the Faeries 

2) Mountain Tay 

3) Bridget Flynn 

4) Up Among the Heather 

5) Bonnie Kellswater 

6) Pat from Mullingar 

7) Rovers Fancy 

8) Pennywhistle Peddler 

9) Shamrock Shore 

10) Banks of Newfoundland 
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