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Attack of Chinese Junk by Giant Squid from The Illustrated London News, 1875

Preface

There has long been a keen interest in songs describing the world of the deep-water sailor from the Age
of Sail, through the Age of Steam, and continuing to our present time. There's something about the
power of the seas and the winds that provokes strong emotions in the most hardened shellback as well as
the most ardent armchair sailor. And one consequence of this has been the publication of many fine
volumes featuring songs of the sea.

The mission of this songbook is to provide ready access to fifty finely crafted sailor songs that are not
commonly sung by contemporary nautical singers, primarily because the songs are unfamiliar to them.
Some are very old but have eluded the attention of our singers. The vast majority, however, are recently
adapted for singing from vintage nautical poems and are only just beginning to be added to the sea
music repertoire. Poets include Bill Adams, Edwin J. Brady, Lincoln Colcord, Burt Franklin Jenness,
Harry Kemp, Henry Lawson, Hamish Maclaren, John Masefield, William McFee, Angus Cameron
Robertson, and Robert Louis Stevenson; most of these poets had actual experience as sailors. Other
songs are newly composed in the tradition of older sea songs, and are testament to the continuation and
revitalization of nautical singing: Ron Baxter, Jon Campbell, Amos Jessop, Joe McGrath, Vince Morash,
Rudy Sunde, and Bob Watson. And some are parodies of traditional sea songs: Talitha MacKenzie, and
Micki Perry.

As a person who sings traditional and contemporary songs of the sea, I am drawn to "uncommon sailor
songs." I contribute myself to the inventory of such sea songs by adapting nautical poems for singing or
by composing new songs. I also sing songs that other contemporary nautical singers have composed.
Anyone who would like to hear a sample of how I lead each song in this songbook may access the "list
of lyrics page" from my website, www.charlieipcar.com, or order one of my CD's as described on the
inside back cover of this songbook.
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In adapting old poems for singing, there are a number of choices to be made. One can sing the poem
exactly as it is written. One can modify the words slightly so that they may be sung more readily. Or one
may do major surgery, eliminating entire verses and adding chorus or refrain. There are examples of all
these approaches in the songs that I've worked with. You are the ultimate judge of how successful I have
been. If you are not satisfied with the resulting song, there are references to where to find the original
wording and you can work up your own renditions. I do think that the nautical poets and songwriters
who are featured in this songbook have done extraordinarily good work and merit more attention.

Finally, I would like to give special thanks to my friend and dear wife Judy Barrows who is primarily
responsible for recording and editing the CDs I have produced. It was she who first persuaded me to
record my initial CD, also titled Uncommon Sailor-Songs.

Judy Barrows running the board at the Mystic Sea Music Festival,
as photographed by Alison Lee Freeman in 2006
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Based on a poem by Bill Adams, © 1931
Adapted for singing by Charles Ipcar, © 2007

Tune: after traditional Liverpool Packet

Bound Away



Hear the windlass a-clanking as the mate shouts, "Heave away!
Heave a pawl an' lift 'er or there'll be hell to pay!"
"Lower Blue Peter!"; the anchor's off the mud;
There's cheering, there's laughter, and the tide's at full flood. (CHO)

"Loose tops'ls!" he shouts; "Haul away, stamp an' go!"
And we haul away together in the rising sun's glow;
Her lofty spars shine through the smoke blowing past;
"Up aloft!" shouts the skipper, and we race up the masts. (CHO)

We're out on the footropes, we're casting loose sail;
The pilot shakes hands, clambers over the rail;
"Haul in the hawser!" Just see her sails draw;
Her white wake trails behind, she's running from shore! (CHO)

There's a three-skys'l-yarder with her hatches battened down;
The grey skies above her, and the Mersey running brown;
There's a three-skys'l-yarder, with her holds jammed full;
Hear the cheer from the pier for the pride o' Liverpool! (CHO)

Notes:

From Wind in the Topsails, edited by Bill Adams, published by George G. Harrap & Co., London, UK,
© 1931, pp. 76-77.

Based on a poem by old sailor-poet Bill Adams (UK & US), adapted for singing by using the traditional
Liverpool Packet capstan shanty tune and incorporating its chorus. This is a joyful song that could have
been belted out by the young apprentice lads on their first voyage. Adams was just such a "brass-
bounder" shipping out of Liverpool in the 1890's, before he was forced ashore three years later in 'Frisco
for chronic health reasons. Let's sing this one for Adams one more time!

Adapted for singing by Charles Ipcar in 2007, as recorded on Old Sailor-Poets, © 2007; also recorded
by Roll & Go on Look Out, © 2010.

The header graphic titled Across the Atlantic by Antonio Jacobsen depicts the Great Western of the
Black Ball Line running between New York City and Liverpool.



Based on a poem by Henry Lawson, ©1896
Words slightly modified by Charles Ipcar, 2002

Tune: after Gerry Hallom, © 1982

The Outside Track



The port-lights glowed in the morning mist
That rose from the waters so green;
And over the railing we grasped his fist
As the dark tide came between;
We cheered the captain, we cheered the crew,
And our own mate, times out of mind;
We cheered the land he was going to,
And the land he'd left behind. (CHO)

We roared Lang Syne as a last farewell,
But me heart felt out of joint;
I well remember the hush that fell
As the steamer cleared the point;
We drifted home through the public bars,
We was ten times less by one,
Who'd sailed out under the morning stars,
Into the rising sun. (CHO)

And one by one, two by two,
They've sailed from the quay since then –
I've said good-bye to the last I knew,
The last of the careless men –
And I can't help but think that the times we had
Were the best times after all –
As I turn aside, raise my glass,
And drink to this bar-room wall. (CHO)

Notes:

From Verses Popular and Humorous, by Henry Lawson, published by Angus and Robertson, Sydney,
Australia, © 1900, p. 7; the poem first appeared in a Sydney periodical called Truth on December 27,
1896; reprinted in Poetical Works of Henry Lawson, published by Angus and Robertson, Ltd.,
Sydney, Australia, © 1967, pp. 127-128.



This song is based on a poem by the Australian poet Henry Lawson (1867-1922), as set to music by
Gerry Hallom (UK), © 1982. I first heard it sung by Margaret Walters and John Warner in Sydney,
Australia. In this song the old gang breaks up as one of its members returns to England. Those left
behind feel the loss strongly, and as their numbers diminish year by year, the remaining ones become
increasingly bitter. In the original poem there is a final verse where the last one left behind talks about
earning more money and then shipping out as well:

But I'll try my luck for a cheque Out Back
Then a last good-bye to the bush
For my heart's away on the Outside Track
On the track of the steerage push.

Words and tune slightly modified by Charles Ipcar, as recorded on Old Sailor-Poets, © 2007; also
recorded by Roll & Go on Rolling Down to Sailortown, © 2006.

The header graphic shows international passenger steamers moored along the waterfront of Circular
Quay in Sydney Harbour, Australia, about 1905. In the foreground are the ferry piers for cross-harbour
passage to Manly and Watson Bay, photographer unknown.

Outward Bound: The Dunnottar Castle Leaving the Tilbury Dock, London,
1891, by Sir Frank Brangwyn
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There has long been a keen interest in songs
describing the world of the deep-water sailor
from the Age of Sail, through the Age of Steam,
and continuing to our present time. There's
something about the power of the seas and the
winds that provokes strong emotions in the most
hardened shellback as well as the armchair
sailor. And one consequence of this has been the
publication of many fine volumes featuring
songs of the sea in the last century.

The mission of this songbook is to provide
ready access to a selection of 50 finely crafted
sailor songs that are not commonly sung by
contemporary nautical singers, primarily
because the songs are unfamiliar to them. Some
are very old but have eluded the attention of our
singers. The vast majority, however, are
recently adapted from the nautical poems of old
sailors from around 1900 and are only just
beginning to be added to the repertoire. Others
are newly composed in the tradition of older sea
songs, and are testament to the continuation and
revitalization of nautical singing. And some are
parodies of traditional sea songs.
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