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What is a folk song?
This book is a direct product of and a conscious attempt to 
represent the English folk revival, a process that began in the 
late nineteenth century with the early folk song collectors, 
died away during the two world wars, then came back with a 
vengeance in the second revival of 1960s. Like everyone who 
has got into folk music since the 1960s I would be termed a folk 
revivalist, therefore, when I talk about folk song in this book I 
am using it in a way that other revivalists would understand. 
Even within this narrow grouping there is still a wide variety of 
interpretations but, in essence, the core defi nition comes down 
to this: if you were to fi nd yourself in a rural village in 19001

and were to ask the oldest residents if they could remember any 
songs they learnt from their grandparents, the songs they would 
then sing you would be, by defi nition, English folk songs.

It wouldn’t really be enough to ask them what songs they 
were singing in general, or indeed to go further back in time 
and ask their grandparents directly what songs they were 
singing, because they might have learnt them that very day 
from a ballad seller or from a professional performer. The fact 
that the songs have been transmitted orally, from one singer 
to another, is as key to them being thought of as folk songs 
as is their antiquity. There’s no offi cial ruling on how many 
stages of oral transmission a song needs to go through before it 
becomes a folk song, but ‘I learnt this from my grandmother’ 
will generally get it over the line.

1 This defi nition could just as well apply to a farm worker in 1850 or 1800, but as folk song collecting didn’t really take off till the late nineteenth 
century, it is this Victorian/Edwardian folk repertoire that is now thought of as archetypal English folk song.

Well, that’s the starting point anyway. That’s essentially what 
the ‘Edwardian collectors’ (Cecil Sharp, Ann Gilchrist, Ralph 
Vaughan Williams et al) thought English folk song was. Since 
then the defi nition has expanded within folk-revival circles, 
with urban industrial song, ditties from music-hall performers, 
plus a whole new genre of twentieth century ‘in-the-tradition’ 
songwriting being brought inside the tent, depending of course 
on who you talk to. Nevertheless, if you were to ask a folk 
revivalist for an example of an archetypal English folk song, it 
would probably be the kind of song that an elderly rural worker 
in 1900 would remember their grandparents singing.

How old are folk songs?
The advantage of viewing it in these terms is it sidesteps the 
two big questions: 1) how old is English folk song? and 2) where 
did it come from? We don’t need to know the answers because 
the defi nition is about outcome and process, not origin. If a rural 
farm worker in 1900 could remember a song their grandparents 
sang, that is an English folk song and that’s that. Phew.

However, they are both fascinating questions so I’m going 
to make a quick attempt to answer them. If you are really 
interested to fi nd out more the best way to do it is to read 
Folk Song In England by Steve Roud and Julia Bishop. It’s 
a fantastic history of folk music from the sixteenth century 
up to the First World War. In my opinion you will not fi nd a 
better, more factual, more balanced appraisal of the subject 
anywhere else.

English Folk Song:
An Informal History
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But in short, here is my understanding of where those songs 
that were lingering in the memories of the elderly working 
classes in 1900 came from.

People have been singing songs since the earliest days of 
human existence, indeed there is evidence that singing evolved 
alongside complex language. In the caves of Ariège and 
Dordogne in the south of France, prehistoric wall drawings 
are found in an area that is most acoustically favourable, even 
though it is less hospitable in other more practical respects. 
This suggests that our Palaeolithic ancestors may well have 
prioritised the experience of communal singing above their 
own physical comfort.

In one sense then we could say that ‘folk song’ has been 
around for at least twenty thousand years. However, that is 
not the terminology for ‘folk song’ that we are using in this 
book. If we return to the rural worker in 1900 singing songs 
learnt from his or her grandparents, we could more usefully ask 
the question ‘How old were those songs?’ Or, to put it another 
way, ‘What is the earliest point in history at which songs were 
composed that would survive in the collective memory of the 
nation until 1900?’

There are a small number of such songs that we can trace back 
to the sixteenth century. ‘Froggy Went A Courting’, ‘When 
Jones’s Ale was New’ and ‘John Barleycorn’ (p.293) are the 
three you would be most likely to still hear in the fi elds, pubs 
and parlours of England in 1900.

That doesn’t mean there weren’t many more songs being sung 
by the folk in the 1500s, but most of those songs did not survive 
to fi nd themselves retained in the memory of our archetypal 
rural labourer in 1900. Music evolves, fashions change, and 
only a small proportion of popular songs from one particular 
era remains relevant and useful in a later era. 

Folk song scholar Steve Gardham has compiled a list of folk 
songs with the date of their earliest recorded versions. Of the 
700 folk songs he’s researched, approximately 1% can be traced 
back to the sixteenth century, 10% to the seventeenth, 30% to 
the eighteenth, 50% to the nineteenth and 3% cannot be traced 
back any earlier than the twentieth century. This is only a small 

sample (the Roud index of folk songs lists approximately 
45,000 distinct songs) but it gives us a rough idea of how 
old most of the folk songs being sung in 1900 were.

There is a possibility that more of the English folk songs sung 
in 1900 might have had sixteenth-century origins or even 
earlier, but that those early origins have not been documented. 
Ultimately the only evidence we have is the surviving paper 
record, and the paper record suggests that the lyrical and 
melodic origins of the folk songs sung in 1900 were no older 
than 400 years old, and most of them were no more than 
150 years old.

There is one caveat: although speculation on the possible 
prehistory of lyrics and melody is generally fruitless, we 
can, I think, reasonably hypothesise that some of the stories 
and images contained within the folk songs being sung in 
1900 had deep roots back into English history. We know, for 
example, that the plot of the eighteenth-century ballad ‘Hind 
Horn’ (p.224), derives from the plot of the thirteenth-century 
romance King Horn. Even more tantalisingly, the idea of the 
cockerel as harbinger of the opening of the world of the dead 
(as referred to in passing in ‘The Wife Of Usher’s Well’, fi rst 
collected in 1802) is also present in the tenth-century Old Norse 
poem Völuspá. It’s a bit like those eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century churches you come across that include stone from an 
earlier Anglo-Saxon or Norman church: just because these 
songs are fairly modern in form, doesn’t mean they don’t 
contain tiny fragments of older material.

Where did folk songs 
come from?
Most folk songs being sung in 1900 seem to have been printed 
at some point, generally lyrics only, on cheap ‘broadsides’ 
(single sheets of paper) that were sold in their hundreds 
of thousands throughout the country. Often they would 
be pasted up on walls of pubs or houses so, although oral 
transmission was vital in their subsequent evolution, at the 
beginning of the chain someone would likely have learnt 
them direct from a printed text. 
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1. It was in the month of January, the hills all covered with snow

It was over hills and valleys my true love he did go

It was then I beheld a pretty fair maid with a salt tear in her eye

She had a baby in her arms and bitterly she did cry

2. Oh cruel was my father that he barred the door to me

And cruel was my mother, that dreadful crime to see

Cruel was my own true love that he changed his mind for gold

And cruel was that winter’s night that pierced my heart with cold

3. For the taller that the palm tree grows, the sweeter is the bark

And the fairer that a young man speaks, oh the falser is his heart

For he’ll kiss you and embrace you till he thinks he has you won

Then he’ll go away and leave you all for some other one

4. So come all you pretty fair young maids and a warning take by me

Never try and build your nest at the top of a high tree

For the green leaves they will wither and the branches all decay

And the beauty of a �ne young man it soon will fade away
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In the Month of January
From the singing of Sarah Makem of Ulster, recorded in 1955. Closely related to ‘The Fatal 
Snowstorm’, versions of which appear in print in England from the early 1800s. In 1908 
George  Gardiner collected a version from William Garratt of Petersfield, Hampshire. 
In these earlier versions mother and daughter perish in the snow.
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