— Tubthumping

Jason Witson, Dave Swarbrick and David Francey
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lconic British fiddier Dave Swarbrick
has a new lease on life, playing roots
reggae with a couple of Canadians

- musical visionary Jason Wilson
and his new best pal, David Francey,
Colin lrwin hears how they unite
Robert Bums with Bob Marley.

ve years ago a painfully weak
Dave Swarbrick couldn’t even
pick up a fiddie, Jet alone play
one, When Dave Pegg, his old Fairport
Convention partner in crime, visited him
i hospital armed with strawberries, Swarb
couldn't summon the strength to Lift one
to his mouth. (*Oh yeah.” said another
ex-Fairport mate, Maartin Allcock, when he
came visiting and heard the story, “1 had a
strawberry like that once...")

In those dark days we scarcely dared
imagine that Swarb, one of Britain's most
dearly loved and sconie folk figures, would
ever again theill a live audience with his
flying bow and his instinctive, wonderfully
dextrous music, We certainly dida’t think
be'd ever get on a plane 1o cross the At-
lantic to play on stage in front of Canadian
audiences

But during all those stricken weeks and

months suffering from emphysema, which
ultinately led in 2004 to a double lung
transplant operation — not 1o mention the
loag, dogged, panful, uncertain recovery
that followed —one person never stopped
believing it would end happily and he'd
evemually make it back on the road; Swarh
himself. You can't belp but offer admiration
for the courage and strength of character he
drew on 10 overcome such trmumatic health
problems, but he's quick 10 cut you short

“The thing ks, all 1 had to do was be there
I just had to tum up. | didn's have a choice, |
Just had to go along with it. Yes, there were
bad moments, but the human spirit forgets
all that and I don't think about that at all. |
wasn’t able to run away from it and 1 didn't
know if I'd come through it or not. | veered
between extreme optimism and pessimism
It just seemed ndiculously cruzy, this ides
that you can fit body parts into another
human being. | mean, | remember when
Dr. Christinan Bamard did the first beart
transplant, but pow 1'm getting e-mails from
people who had heart and lung transplants
22 years ago and are still going strong

“But 1 never once thought | wouldn't
play again or tour again, If I'd thought that,
then | really would have got depressed
That kept me going in some ways. 1'm just
immensely grateful 1o have come through
it It is life-changing when something like

that happens and [ don't tuke anything for
granted anymore. | keep counting my bless-
ings. I'd ask everyone, ‘Please donate your
bits”, because they could help someone else
1o live.

Swarb s wonderfully animated. “I'm
babbling,” he admits, after a brief pause
for breath. But it’s the babble of a man en-
thused not only by a physical rebinh but a
musical one, too, courtesy of Toronto's own
Jason Wilson. Swarb has had many adven-
tures with numerous bands, from his eari
est days playing guitar with planist Beryl
Mamott, developing into the fresh-faced
young fiddle maestro who stopped people
in their tracks with the Lan Campbell Folk
Group, to & long partnership —still revived
at regulur imervals — with Martin Carthy.
And, most tamously, in his decade with
Fairport Convention (1969-1979) when he
practically invented and definod the notion
of electric violin

Originally inducted to add a fiddie part o
Fairpoet’s recording of Bob Dylan's Cajim
Woman, be joined permanently following
Sandy Denny's departure to become the
band’s central pivot, taking over as lead
singer and driving force and even writing
perhaps their most ambitious work, Bab-
bacombe Lee, o concept album telling the
increciible story of Joha Lee, the man they
couldn't hang

Ihere have been various other bands
and projects along the way since then, of
course, hike Whippersaapper (with Martin
Jenkins, Chris Leslic und Kevin Dempsey),
plus an undermted partnership with Alistair
Holett and the wryly named post-transplant
outfit Lazarus

He's played some extraordinary music
through the years, put in some legeadary
live performances, and made any number
of hugely influential records, but coming
to Canada to play with Jason Wilson and
David Francey is probably one of his most
left-ficld projects ... and one of his most in-
spirational. Swarb is blessed with a natural
talent that enables him to slot with apparent
ease into any masical environment. His
longtime collaborator, Martin Carthy, still
talks in wonder how Swarb would work in
a new fiddle amangement on the hoof on
stage while Carthy played and sang. But,
a1 the age of 68, double lung transplant and
all. Swarb flew to Canada to play with a
reggae band for n few dages in May—with a
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return visit planned for August to star at the
Edmomon Folk Music Festival. Swarb i
nckled pink by this unexpected new career
opportuny

It happened through one of those happy
voincidences that almost seem preordained,
Jason Wilson, keyboard player and singer
with reggac artisans Tabbaruk, is ¥ musical
shlonary w ho refuses to recognize musical
boundanes, Ratsed around a large Jurmaicun
community in Keele and Finch in North
Toronto, he grew up listening to reggae and
was mentored by the Late Jackee Mittoo of
Skatalites fame, Reggac has always been
pan of his DNA_ fully eeflecied by his
hands and the five wlbums he's made (plus &

In-rack EP that featured Alanis Morissetie
4l ihe same time she was recording the Jag-
ged Little Pill album, which turmed her mto
an international megastar!)

Yet while be i Toronto borm und beed
Jason bs also of Scottish stock and folk mu-
sIC 1S inevitably also part of his DNA, oo,
even if he didn’t know it until hes brothes
n-law introduced him to Fairpost Conven
tion and that man Swarbnck

Meanwhile. over in Bimingham, Eng
tand, the Campbei] family were having a
parallel expenence. They 'd moved from
Scotland into & distnict of Bsrmingham with
4 strong Jamalcan community with the
result that folkunger lun Campbell™s sons
Al: and Robin Campbell, formed a reggae
band. They called themselves UB40 and
went on o become intemational superstans
Their keyboard player throughout their
spectacular rse was Michael Virnue, who
just happened 1o be Jason Wilson's cousin

David Francey

“It's lovely playing with young
blokes again . . .with all their intenaity
and energy. It reminds me so much
of the early days ol Fairport. Just re-
hearsing with them |s great, the energy
they create keeps me going.”

~ Dave Swarbrick

There's a real synchromicity here, aot only
between lolk and reggae but 1he Wilsons
and the Campbells. lun Campbell was o
promineat and infoential figure i the early
days of the British folk revival, both us &
singer and songwriter, His band, featuning
Dave Swarbirsck, was one of the UK. folk
scene’s biggest attractions in the | 960
Juson Wilson's UB40 coanectons and his
desite to introduce more ol i fx Ik edge nto
the reggae max led him 1o wopder about
the possibility of getring Swarbrick 10 play
o his CD. The Peacemaler s Chauffeur
a double album set into two sections, War
and Peace (it 1ook as long 10 make it as it
100k Tolstoy 1o write the book.”)

He'd decaded to reflect his own disparate
T001s in & series of collabocations. His mom,
Jessie Wilson, opens the atbam playing
bagpipes on Flowers of the Fovest, and with
Froest Ranglin, Jackie Mittoo, Pee Wee
Ellis and Brinsley Forde of Aswad on board
he decided to approach Swarbeck, too

The truck he wanted him on was the
classic maurder ballad Marny Groves, which
Fairport Convention had seminally recorded
on Liege & Lie/ in 1969, with Swarb’s soar
ing violin rums a key element of the track’s
epic stature, Would Swarb care 1o teprise
that part, albeit in o jarzreggoe style” He'd
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never met Swach and thought be nught get
s car chewed off. Swarb was mad for it

“1 wasn't sure what his reaction would be,
but he loved the whole ides. We've done
1t with o straight reggae rhythn with an
epic ska ending in double ume. The homn
puys are jazz musicians and there are some
strange choeds in there but Swarb just slot-
ted imo o superbly ”

Not only that, when Jason said be also
wanted to cover lan Campbell’s epic
unti-war tale The O Man'’s Song, Swarb
not only agreed (o play on that also, he
volunteered to row in lan Campbell himself
10 sang on the truck

*| just couldn’t believe o Duncan Carrp
bell drove Lan 1o Swarb's house und he
recorded Bis bit and sent gt over— It soends
greut. | don't see u problem with merging
these different sorts of music, | think regras
und folk speak to cach other, they re both
rebel music. 'm & white Scottish guy play
g reggae music for a living amd | make no
upologies ubout that, It's not like 1'm singing
ubowt Rastafarianism or obtuse Jamaican
thangs. I'm doing swiff relevani to me

“We went to Jamaica recently and the
Jamuascans didn’t lave any probiem with
Musicsans don't huve a peoblens with it, so
1 don’t see why anyone else should. | did
this thing with Sly & Robbie where | was
musical director and was counting them
i, 1 L cun get a seal of approval from Sly
& Robbie | don't really care what other
people think.™

Duve Swarbaick clearly has po problem
with it euber. “I'm eajoying it immensely
says Swarb, “Jason is 4 wonderful keyboard

Jason Wilson
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player and they've got this great repgae

beat. But the hormn section are jazzces and it's
fovely to play with them. | find myself bead-
ing the rotes a bit and play to the back of the
beat but other than that | play in my wsual
style and it's great fun and very relaed

“It"s something I've never done before
vvr &nd I"ve pever heard anyone else do it
before either. Jason does this version of
My Love Is Like A Red Red Rose, which
suddenly goes into No Woman No Cry,
and it’s beawtiful, the join is scamless. It's
really off the wall but it's a breath of fresh
air,and even lyrically it works. And then
they launch mto It Suirs Me Wel (the Sandy
Denny soag), which is also amarzing.

“It's lovely playing with young blokes
again as well with all thexr indensity and en-
ergy. It remieds me 50 much of the carly days
of Fairport. Just rehearsing with them |s great,
the emergy they create keeps me going.”

Joing this improbable pairing: Scostish-
born, multiple Juno-award winning song-
writet David Francey. Who, oddly enough,
was brought into the world by the same
doctor who delivered Jason's dad

“1 saw David perform a2 Hugh's Room
in Torosto a few years ago and instantly
fell in love with his songs, his presentation
andd his incredible command of storytell-
ing.” says Wilson. “So [, becaase | have no
shame, introdoced myself 10 him and told
him we sharad the same heritage. We've
been friends ever since ™

Jason later recorded a version of
Francey's Borderline” and sert it 1o him, He
was thnilled,

“I suppose that's really where the idea
germinated, namely, what would a set of
David's songs sound like with our reggac
treatment? Stlll, | must say that | pinch
myself 10 think that David actually agreed
10 go for it - | mean, he's really stepping out
of his comfort zone, | don't think he actu
ally had ever played with a full band replets
with horms.™

Swarb himself is planning a solo album
later this year of 1Tth and I8th century
English music, but having “de-resuarrected™
Iis last band Lazarus, be's keen 1o do more
recording and toanng with Jason Wilson to
explore the funber possibilities of combin-
ng reggae, jazz and folk

“I'm In good health and playing this stuff
1 feel like a teenager —I can't believe my
fuck,” he says




