Linda and Joe Byrne
The fifth feature in
a series celebrating
contributors to Canada’s grand folk legacy.
By Jean Hewson

T

raditional music came to Linda
and Joe Byrne through family
and community connections.
“When we resettled to Arnold’s Cove, I went to parties that were on
the go and I became interested in the songs
I heard there,” recalls singer Linda Byrne
when asked about her early memories of
traditional music.
“I learned songs mostly from Mac Masters and Mary Caul—they were both great
singers. Mac was from Harbour Buffett and
Mary was an old lady from Davis Cove.
Then I started asking my mother about old
songs, and she had loads of them, so I made
recordings of her.”
Originally born in Kingwell on Long
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Island, Placentia Bay, Linda grew up in
Arnold’s Cove during the folk music revival
of the 1970s. People like Mac Masters had
been brought to the public eye by the Ryan’s
Fancy TV show on CBC, and bands such
as Figgy Duff were bringing the traditional
music of the province to folk festivals far
and wide.
She eventually moved to St. John’s and
became part of the local folk music scene,
performing at concerts and various events,
including the inaugural Newfoundland and
Labrador Folk Festival in 1977. She hasn’t
missed a festival since.
In the early ’70s, Linda travelled to Nova
Scotia to attend the defunct Atlantic Folk
Festival, an event established by legendary
music presenter Brooks Diamond. While
she was there, she met a man named Joe
Byrne, who was performing with a group
called the Breakwater Boys. Joe was from
Grand Paradise on the western side of
Placentia Bay. They hit it off, and have been
together ever since.
Joe’s initial exposure to traditional music

took a different route. “My father was a
fisherman in his earlier days—I think he
saw the writing on the wall and he decided
to leave Placentia Bay before resettlement
began. He left the fishery and became the
assistant light-house keeper at Fort Amherst
in St. John’s.
“Unfortunately, dad passed away when he
was only 58 years old, and I ended up going
to live with my married sister in North
Carolina. I spent nine years down there and
became very interested in the music from
that area, which was mostly country and
bluegrass,” muses Joe.
“Mom was always a kitchen singer. She
was the kind of person who would sing
while she was doing the dishes or sewing
or knitting. Getting involved in listening to
country music actually made me pay more
attention to mom’s songs. There was a spark
created there in terms of interest.”
The Resettlement program instigated by
the government of Newfoundland and Labrador during the 1950s and ’60s reshaped
the province and created a climate of

turmoil and upheaval amongst the displaced
that persists to this day. It is a theme that
is often revisited in stories and songs, and
it played a big role in the creation of the
seminal Newfoundland album Towards
the Sunset, a collection of original songs
released on vinyl in 1983 by Joe and his
brother, Pat, along with their friend, wellknown accordion player Baxter Wareham.
“The birth of our songwriting was our
collaboration with Al Pittman,” remembers
Joe. “Al was from Placentia Bay as well,
and he became a poet of great prominence,
both locally and nationally. He was a
great friend of Pat’s,
Joe Byrne, Pat Byrne, & Baxter Wareham
Pat and J oe Byrne
and he would call him
\\'ith Baxter War eham
up and say, in his very
deep voice, ‘Paddy,
Again. It’s really nice. It’s only two hours
initially, but when
I’ve got this scribble
but you always come away feeling good.”
we thought about
I want you to look
As part of the vanguard of musicians
it, we realized that
at.’ Those ‘scribbles’
who brought Newfoundland folk music out
it was a very, very
turned into songs the
of the kitchen and into recording studios
high compliment.
likes of The Rocks of
and concert halls, Joe and Linda feel that reHe saw the song
Merasheen and The
spect and appreciation for traditional music
as being part of
Silver Dove.
has grown over the years.
the tradition that
“After writing songs
“During the folk revival, I can remember
we were trying to
with Al, Pat got his crethe responses of audiences to bands like
continue through our songwriting.”
ative juices flowing and
Figgy Duff,” says Joe. “People would come
If traditional music came to the Byrnes
wrote several songs on the album, including
up to them and say, ‘What are you playing
through family and community connecPad’s Song, West Moon, and Towards the
that old stuff for?’ We had the same reaction
tions, that legacy carries on through their
Sunset. I was the one who refined the melosons, Allan and Matthew. Both are excellent with the Breakwater Boys. Someone came
dies—I had a better command of the guitar
up to us once and asked, ‘Do you sing any
singers and musicians, and Matthew is
at that time. When we finally recorded the
Charlie Pride?’ People didn’t accept tradione of the bright, shining stars of NL folk,
album, Baxter Wareham, who was a fantastouring the world as a solo artist and as a
tic accordion and mandolin player, came in
tional music being done in public as they
member of the trad group The Dardanelles.
and added instrumentation.”
would have around the kitchen table.
Much of Matthew’s repertoire comes from
They pressed 1,000 vinyl LPs, and Pat
“I think now there is a much greater
his mother Linda, and the recordings that
joked that after sales they would probably
acceptance of it as a genre. And if you look
she made of her own mother many years
be left with 950. Much to their surprise,
at who is dancing in front of the stage when
ago. Linda continues to perform and acthe album, with its poignant songs about
The Dardanelles are playing, everyone of
tively promotes traditional unaccompanied
resettlement and the decline of the fishing
them is between the ages of 15 and 25.
singing as one of the founders of the Crow’s There is more of an interest in traditional
industry, was a bestseller and became an
Nest Ballad Night, which takes place on the
instant classic. Numerous musicians have
music now than there ever was before.”
last Thursday of every month at the Crow’s
acknowledged its influence upon their own
Nest Officer’s Club in downtown St. John’s.
songwriting, and CD reissues of the album
“It’s not all traditional singing but it is uncontinue to sell and resonate with folk
accompanied,” says Linda. “We’ve made it
music audiences.
clear that there are no instruments allowed.
“We had a great experience happen to us
Our take on it is that there are a thousand
at the Mortier Motel down in Marystown
places where you can play an instrument
when we were performing down there,”
but not that many places where you can
says Joe. “This fellow came up to us at the
hear unaccompanied singing.
bar and said to Pat, ‘You’re Pat Byrne, ar“People sing all kinds of songs, and some
en’t you? I’ve been listening to your album,
do songs with choruses that all hands can
and that song, The Rocks of Merasheen.
join in on. At the end of every night, Joy
Well, I can still remember my grandfather
the bartender sings us out with We’ll Meet
singing that.’ We were almost offended
Matthew Byrne
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