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you used to buy in Woolworths. 
“They were like an EP with four 

songs, so you were buying the song 
rather than the original performance. 

“So, you could get four hit songs for 
the same price as a single.

“And my dad was the lead singer on 
all of those four songs  – and he had 
a different name (on each one, too). 
He was The Layabouts when he was 
singing The Rolling Stones’ song. 

“You know, that’s your upbringing. 
Funny names didn’t really scare you.

“My dad had a minor hit record in 
Australia with a version of The Long 
and Winding Road (in 1970). Do you 
know what his name was on that 
record? Day Costello.

“He was the first one to use the 
Costello name, which was my great 
grandmother’s name, as an alias. 

“My dad’s name was not Ross, my 
dad’s name was Ronald, but he 
adopted Ross because it sounded 
more like a singer.”

Does Elvis find himself becoming 
nostalgic in later life? 

“No, I’m really not nostalgic in the 
slightest. Never have been,” he 

starting out. 
“I never really thought about it,” he 

confessed. “It was given to me by my 
first manager, as like a dare. 

“And if you think about the names 
people had then they were provoca-
tive names. And that was the style of 
that time.

“Prior to that – because of my 
father being a singer – I was well 
aware that people took on different 
guises. 

“My dad used to do a lot of adverts 
and jingles. He did a lot of session 
work. He was with Joe Loss 
(Orchestra) for many years; that was 
a radio dance band really. They would 
broadcast on the BBC. And one of the 
things was, the singers were not 
allowed to make records on their own 
names. 

“So my dad would go off and do 
records under aliases, basically for 
cash. He’d do cover records and 
adverts. 

“There used to be these EPs that 
you could buy at the petrol station, 
that were like the pop hits. They were 
the equivalent of the cover records 

at the end of that very Irish sounding 
name of his: Declan Patrick McManus. 

It was awarded to him in 2019 for 
his service to music. But it’s pretty 
ironic that the Queen decided to 
bestow him with the title Officer of 
the Order of the British Empire 
considering the lyrics in his 1979 song 
Oliver’s Army. 

“I thought it was pretty funny, too. 
I guess they don’t listen to the words,” 
he agreed, laughing, about a song that 
“maybe I’d think twice” about penning 
nowadays. He hates when radio 
stations censor the controversial 
lyrics. 

“My dad went in through the 
tradesmen entrance in 1962 to play 
with Joe Loss at the Buckingham 
Palace staff ball. So eventually you get 
to walk in the front door and they 
have to look you in the eye. 

“The British Empire had a pretty 
good job at killing both of my grand-
fathers. So, I hold a grudge!” 

I would’ve presumed you’d have 
needed a proverbial pair of you-know-
what to have called yourself after the 
King of Rock and Roll himself when 

“I think my dad became progres-
sively more Irish as he got older – is 
that possible? He became sort of 
more Irish,” he recalled. 

“He definitely grew up in an Irish 
community, literally dockside in Birk-
enhead. His grandfather was the one 
that came from Dungannon (County 
Tyrone). So, he just identified with 

that. 
“And my hal f -

brothers, who are 
twenty years or more 
younger than me, all 
play for the London-
Irish . They ’re al l 
instrumentalists: the 
eldest played the 
whistle, the second is 
a  dr umm er,  th e 

youngest two are songwriters. 
“And my brother Ronan had a 

group, BibleCode Sundays” – a Celtic 
punk band that was “originally called 
Slainte”, according to the Wiki page 
–  “until a couple of years ago.

“Everybody in my family is a musi-
cian, basically.”

Elvis now, of course, has got an OBE 

Elvis Costello may be one of 
the biggest music icons on 
the planet,  but the 
legendary singer-song-

writer doesn’t give two hoots about 
his own legacy.

“Honestly, I know it sounds odd 
– I don’t think in those terms. I’m 
quite proud of the records that I’ve 
done,” he said when we recently 
chatted on Zoom. 

“But, in terms of what it all means 
when I’m not here, what the f**k do 
I care? I won’t be here.” He paused to 
laugh. “What’s the point in worrying, 
you might as well live.”

I didn’t prefix the “singer-song-
writer” description with English, 
British, or with the derogatory Plastic 
Paddy. 

Even Elvis is hesitant about putting 
any labels on himself. 

“I’m a bit like my grandfather – I 
choose what I am, all depending on 
who’s asking me,” he said.

“Obviously my great-grandfather 
was the last one to live in Ireland, but 
my grandfather used to give his 
nationality as Irish. Because what did 
he think he was? Both of his parents 
were Irish. 

“The fact that he was born in Birk-
enhead (in Merseyside) is the same 
kind of thing as I identify with my 
family home being on Merseyside, 
even though I was technically born in 
London. 

“I have more of a sense of belonging 
to Merseyside because all of my 
family is from there.

“I was born in St Mary’s Hospital in 
Paddington, the same as all the Royal 
Family.

“I’m actually probably 100th in line 
to the throne at this stage, I think! 
They’re just getting anybody that they 
can call a prince!

“The truth of it is, if somebody asks 
me what I am, I go: Well, I’m English 
when I want to be, but if you actually 
ask me I feel like the paternal line is 
pretty strong in that respect.

“And we’re Celts on two sides of my 
family, so we’re not English.

“I wouldn’t say we’re Irish, but we’re 
not English, that’s for sure.”

He added: “I haven’t lived in 
England since 1989. Things change, 
but it doesn’t change you. You’re still 
the same person. 

“Other people have more concern 
about how you identify yourself than 
I do. I don’t even think about it. I’m a 
human.

“It says on my pass-
port that I was born 
‘here’ and ‘that’ – but 
look at my face! It’s 
pretty undeniable.”

He clearly feels a 
very strong infinity 
with Ireland. 

“Of course. Very 
much. I lived there for 
a long while,” he said. 

“I’m obviously, in a 
way that sounds like some sort of 
Irish fable, my eldest son is more Irish 
than me because his mother is from 
Galway.”

Elvis said his father, (circled) the 
musician Ross McManus, who passed 
away in 2011, was proud of his Irish 
roots. 

minute I was in The Beatles’ fan club 
and 30 years later I’m sitting opposite 
him trying to write So Like Candy.”

Costello and McCartney actually 
wrote 12 songs together. 

He added about all his collabora-
tions: “Those encounters have made 
me a better songwriter. Why would 
you not have experience of playing 
with people if you get that opportu-
nity? You’re not going to turn that 
down if you’re alive to anything in 
music of value.

“So of course those things are 
magical, but they’re the exceptions 
to what I’ve been doing all this 
time, which is writing my own 
songs. 

“So, I can’t really say what the 
favourite record is. It just doesn’t 
really come up. It’s a true answer.”

He certainly has every right to 
be proud as punch of his latest 
album The Boy Named If, which 

comes with a beautiful booklet of 
illustrations and fables with a 

Brothers Grimm vibe, which 
compliments some of the dark 

themes running through the songs on 
the album itself. 

“The stories are portraits or snap-
shots or scenarios in different times. 
And because they were written close 
together, maybe they hang together,” 
he said.

“They were written with the guitar, 
so maybe that moved the music 
forward, made it bright, a lot of it in 
major key, a lot of it with a bit more 
tempo. 

“And the band took to the task of 
recording it with great enthusiasm 
and remarkably no inhibition given 
that we were thousands of miles 
apart when we did it. 

“It could have been very tricky. But 
we know each other really well from 
45 years the three of us have played 
together; 20 years that we’ve been 
(Elvis Costello &) The Imposters. 

“I think that’s because of the trust 
and friendship between us, and the 
shared experience of life. You know, 
all the things that have happened in 
our lives. We recognise what these 

songs are about.
“And they recognise the opportu-

nity to play music, which is certainly 
better than sitting at home and 
feeling sorry for yourself because you 
can’t go out to work.”

I was half-expecting him to burst 
out singing Welcome To The Working 
Week from the 1997 album My Aim Is 
True. 

“We’re lucky that the job we do can 
be done from our remote lair, from 
the fortress of solitude, as it were – 
however you saw this interval,” he 
concluded.

“I did quite a lot of work during that 
time. But I always had time with my 
family, which is great. 

“So I feel fortunate that we do what 
we do –  we could send out a sign of 
life.” 

He may be 67-years-old, but 
there’s plenty of life left in the old 
dog yet, judging by his superb new 
album The Boy Named If – no “ifs”, 
ands, or buts… 

 ■Elvis Costello & The Imposters’ 
new album The Boy Named If is 
released today on EMI Records.

married his third wife Diana Krall in 
2003. 

What’s his own favourite Elvis 
Costello album? 

“That would change, depending on 
the mood,” he reflected.

“Obviously I’ve had reasons to think 
of This Year’s Model recently because 
we remixed it for Spanish Model,” he 
said about the new Spanish-language 
cover version of the 1978 original 
album with some of Spain and Latin 
America’ s biggest stars. 

“It was startling to hear the tracks 
without my voice on it. 

|”And I love this record (The Boy 
Named If) that we’ve just done and I 
love other ventures we had. 

“Of course, the collaborative 
records where you’re really entering 
another world of 
music – to work 
with Burt Bacharach 
was something; I 
just can’t believe it. 

“And to have 
written songs with 
Paul McCartney is 
something.  One 

& The Lash in 1985. 
“I sort of retired from producing 

largely after that – I think that tells 
you everything!” he said, laughing.

“Of course it was a race against 
time, a race against the onset of inco-
herence sometimes. 

“But the songs were tremendous. I 
wouldn’t hear a word said against the 
songs. 

“I think it’s easily the best group of 
songs that they recorded. I think that 
album was very true to the way they 
sounded. 

“I mean, they expanded it more 
after that; they had more members so 
they had more ability to do things and 
you should always want to bring in 
new things.

“But I don’t think you can really 
beat that group of songs. They were 
really great songs. 

“That’s my main memory of it obvi-
ously. There’s a lot of personal things 
wrapped up in that, but nothing I’m 
going to talk about.” 

It mustn’t have been all that bad, 
because he married the band’s bassist 
Cait O Riordan the following year. He 

because it also just happened to 
include one of The Beatles (Paul 
McCartney) amongst a who’s who 
that appeared on it.  

“Steve played with Frankie Gavin 
– it was like a super group to beat the 
band – and Donal Lunny, Christy 
Moore, Derek Bell, Davy Spillane,” 
Elvis said. 

“There was like one player from 
Moving Hearts, one from The Chief-
tains, one from The Waterboys. 

“It was quite the band. It was great. 
That was a session in 1987 for Spike. 
We did two tunes: Tramp the Dirt 
Town and Any King’s Shillings.

“When I lived in Ireland I did a 
couple of things with The Chieftains. 
We did the St Stephen’s Day Murders” 
– for The Bells of Dublin album in 
1991 – “about poisoning your family 
because they won’t leave you at 
Christmas. 

“It was a funny song that Paddy 
Moloney and I wrote. It was sad to see 
him go. Paddy was a great man.” 

But the least said the better about 
the time he was asked to produce The 
Pogues’ second album Rum, Sodomy 

admitted. 
“I think you have to look back to 

spring forward. You lean back, just 
think about the movement: you use it 
like a kind of catapult. So, I think of 
that in everything.

“If you’re unaware of what went 
before you musically then you’re 
unlikely to spring any new surprises 
because you’re just starting from, like, 
nothing.

“It’s great to want to be original, but 
how do you know if it is original 
unless you’re aware of what went 
before? You might have come up with 
the same idea as somebody else 
already had.

“So I don’t think it ever harms to 
listen to the music from the past. 
Music from anywhere really.” 

A deep affection for the Irish music 
scene, Elvis has fond memories of 
working with other Irish musicians 
on his album Spike recorded when he 
lived in Dublin.

The Waterboys’ fiddle player Steve 
Wickham recently told me that one 
of the greatest honours of his musical 
career was playing on that album, 

‘‘It’s great to want to 
be original, but how 
do you know if it is 
original unless 
you’re aware of 
what went before?

THE TRUE
VISIONARY
Elvis Costello has
been at the cutting
edge of popular 
music for decades

32 albums in & 
Costello’s Aim 
is still True

From his first release to his latest,  
The Boy Named If, the brilliant Elvis 

has always hit the musical highs

NO IMPOSTERS
 Showing off his 
Grammy Award in LA 
on January 26, 2020

MAIN ATTRACTION  Pete 
Thomas, Steve Nieve, Elvis 
Costello and Bruce Thomas

READ
GARY BUSHELL’S 

ALBUM REVIEW ON
THE BOY NAMED IF

ON PAGE 37
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and I just reached out to the mother. 
“I remember just walking with her 

one day. We used to meet up and have 
a walk, because she was living in the 
North Strand – she’d left home by the 
stage.

“And I just reached out to her and 
she said meditation is very good. 

“I started going to a meditation 
class and that’s how I got out of that.”

It’s something he’ll often shine a 
light on at his electrifying gigs. 

“I’ll just say to the people when I’m 
playing, ‘I know how important it is 
to reach out because we might not all 
be standing here if I hadn’t reached 
out to my mother that time’.

“Because the way I was feeling, if 
that had of continued I don’t know if 
I would have (still) been here.”

Damien is a big believer in the 
power of a good old fashioned 
sing-song.

“I come from that tradition. My 
dad’s family all sang. It’s just a very old 
link to our Gaelic past: getting 

together in houses and singing,” he 
said. 

“I remember as a kid you’d 
feel safe at the sing-song. 
There was never any 
trouble. 

“People were on great 
vibrations when they came 

in and sang together. It was 
just fun and laughter and 

slagging. People got very high 
from the sing-song. 
“I always remember when someone 

would sing a song and we’d all join in 
on a chorus, we’d all grow wings and 
we’d fly over the Wicklow Mountains. 

“We’d be so high and happy. And 
that was the kids who weren’t 
drinking, and that was for everybody 
there, like my granny who wouldn’t be 
drinking. And it would make people 
high. 

“So I wanted to bring that to the 
stage. And that’s what I try to do: I 
bring the Irish sing-song to the stage.”

Damien is now looking forward to 
performing at the eighth annual 
Doolin Folk Festival in June. 

Some of the other big acts include 
Mary Black, (circled) Ye Vegabonds 
and Peggy Seeger. 

“The last time I’d done the festival 
it was just amazing. I think in that 
part of the world there’s a magic 
about it – with the cliff and the ocean 
and the music from there,” he 
concluded. 

“The Burren is a magical place. I 
used to holiday there a lot, me and my 
father and brother would go down 
there and go to Doolin and Lisdoon-
varna. And I used to go to Spanish 
Point. 

“There’s a magic down there with 
the land and the people and the 
music. 

“So the last time I’d done it, the 
people were in such good form. It’s 
just a beautiful part of the world and 
there’s something about it being on 
the edge of a continent and then 3,000 
miles of ocean. 

“There’s a freedom down there in 
the people’s souls. So, it’s a magical 
place to have a big sing-song.”

 ■The Doolin Festival takes places 
between 10-12 June. Tickets can be 
purchased from www.doolinfestival.ie

not necessarily believe it yourself.”
One of Damien’s best assets is his 

powerful voice, but there was a time 
when armchair critics would 
complain about his singing in an 
authentic Dublinese accent. 

“I always wanted to be different. I 
always thought, ‘Jaysus, if you’re going 
to play music f*****g be different, 
don’t sound like a thousand other 
singers. Sound like yourself. Get your 
own style,” he explained.

“‘And if it works out it works out, but 
if it doesn’t you can do covers in bars’. 

“At least if you’re doing covers in 
bars you’re spreading joy to people. 
That’s what I’d be doing if it hadn’t 
worked out, I’d be playing music 
somewhere. 

“I’d be making people happy some-
where with music. You put them on a 
different vibration, a different 
frequency, when you play music and 
people move and they sing. 

“Even if you’re doing it in a bar with 
20 people I think you’re making the 

ritual resulted in a ghost entering his 
home. 

“I had done an ‘Ayahuasca’ cere-
mony – that’s what brought the 
woman back!” he said. 

That’s what I reckon it was, because 
that night we’d done the ‘Ayahuasca’ 
ceremony the blinds got pulled up 
and whacked back down as we were 
doing it. And the window wasn’t open. 
We all saw it.

I wanted to try this ‘Ayahuasca’ just 
to open up the mind a bit. I’d heard 
about it, so I tried in the front room. 

“It’s for shamans. I see myself as a 
bit of a shaman, or some sort of white 
witch, or whatever.  

“So that’s what I reckon it was, 
that’s when the noises and stuff 
started happening in the room.”

For a while it didn’t look like there 
was a ghost of a chance of the spirit 
departing the room. 

“My mate came down from 
Donegal. He’s a bit of a shaman,” said 
Damien, who was taken aback when 

It sounds like a scene straight out 
of Clint Eastwood’s movie Here-
after with Matt Damon about 
bereaved characters searching 
for answers to the afterlife. 

In a weird and wonderful coinci-
dence, Damien Dempsey was 
convinced his father Frank was 
smiling down from heaven the day 
after he passed away at aged 75 from 
a long illness last December. 

It happened when the music icon 
went down to his local pub in North 
Dublin to write the eulogy for the 
funeral and, all of a sudden, a stranger 
burst out singing Andrea Bocelli’s 
Time to Say Goodbye. 

“He died in the middle of that song. 
We were playing the music all the 
time and singing to him, which was 
nice,” Damien began, as he recounted 
the full story. 

“It’s a nice way to go with people 
around you: loved ones singing to you 
and playing you music. He was lucky 
that way.

“It was traumatic now, I have to say, 
watching him in bed, because you 
remember him as a strong fella, 
always active. 

“He had stayed strong; he didn’t 
sort of ‘go old’. But watching him in 
the bed was a f*****g nightmare.”

He added: “We were doing shifts 
with him because of the COVID, we 
couldn’t all go in at the same time. 

“I’d done my shift and I went down 
to Dingle to do the ‘Other Voices’ for 
a night. It was the twentieth anniver-
sary, I was the main act.”

Every time Damien left the hospital 
he would “kiss him on the forehead, 
wipe my tears and try not to blub”. 
But the tears always came. 

“ I knew he would’ve wanted me to 
go (to Dingle), he was six weeks at the 
hospital, he was sort of meant to go, 
then he didn’t go,” Damien added.  

“So I went down and did the gig. 
And I just heard (the bad news) before 
I went on stage. 

“I said nothing to nobody. I didn’t 
tell the band because I thought, ‘If I 
tell these I’m probably going to break 
down’. 

“So I said f**k all. I thought, ‘I’m 
going to sing him across the great 
divide. I’m going to sing him across’.

“I got back the next day and went 
to the funeral home and they said, 
‘Who’s going to do the eulogy?’ I said 
I’ll do it.” 

As Damien was sitting at the bar 
later that day he noticed something 
unusual out of the 
corner of his eye.

“It’s all old fellas in 
the bar. You know, big 
bellies and red noses 
and Guinness’ farts!” 
he said, laughing. 

“But there was this 
woman sitting at the 
bar, dolled up: olive 
skin, black curly hair 
who looked Mediterranean. 

“First of all I was going, ‘She must 
be lost. What’s she doing in this bar 
with all these old fellas and me?’

“At about nine o’clock she started 
singing in Italian. I was going, ‘Jaysus! 
What’s she doing? I know that song?’

“It’s f*****g ‘Time to Say Goodbye’ 
she started singing!

“I’ve never heard that song sung in 
any pub, or any stage. I’ve only ever 
heard it sang by your man on the telly 
or The Sopranos, or something.

“And here it is ‘live’ in the bar the 
next day. For me, I’m a spiritual fella, 
that’s a nudge from the dad.

“They’re little signs. 
If you’re open they’re 
little signs, I think.”

Damien, who also 
has these premoni-
tions, once had a 
vision in which he 
saved someone from 
drowning.

“I could see myself 
pulling somebody out of a body of 
water – and the next day it happened,” 
Damien said about the time he helped 
rescue two drowning men in the River 
Slaney in 2014.

Damien and his crew had just 
pulled up   to the concert venue to get 
ready for a sound check when they 
noticed one of the two distressed men 

“bobbling up and down and trying to 
come up for air”. 

Damien got a sheet and “waded 
into the river” and threw it to one of 
the lads to help pull them out. 

“These little things have been 
happening to me,” he said about that 
spookily accurate premonition. 

“I think in the modern world with 
all the electricity and all around us – 
the different sorts of distractions – it’s 
hard to tap into this if you have it. 

“There’s only certain people in the 
tribe that have it. And my mother has 
it and my grandmother had it – a 
sixth sense or whatever it is. They call 
themselves white witches. 

“I think I have it myself. We all have 
our own role in the tribe, we’re all 
good at something. We all have our 
own skills. 

“My other granny used to read the 
tea leaves actually. So maybe she was 
a white witch as well.”

Damien once got much more than 
he bargained for when a spiritual 

this friend asked if he could sleep in 
his front room.  

The next day he told Damien, 
“There’s a woman in there.”

“And I said, ‘That’s the most 
haunted room in Donagh-
mede!’” Damien explained as 
he continued the story.  

“He said, ‘Can I sleep in 
there again tonight?’ And I 
said okay.

“And he came out the 
next morning and he said, 
‘She’s gone. She’s moved 
on. She was trapped’.”

Damien knows all about 
feeling trapped himself.

He was sick to death of 
naysayers telling him to give up 
his dream before he hit the big time. 

“You’d be believing what people 
are saying to you: ‘Give up the ghost’,” 
he said.

“It was rough. I hadn’t a bleeding 
penny for years. 

“I’d be living off friends’ generosity. 

Me and my dad would be in 
the family home, so he 
wasn’t charging me rent or 

anything. So that’s how 
I survived a bit.” 

A “very stub-
born” Damien 
kept at it thanks 
to the encour-
agement from 
mat es  and 
fans. 

“I just knew 
from the way 
certain people 
reacted to the 
s o n g s  t h a t 

s o m e t h i n g 
(good) would 

h a p p e n ,”  h e 
reflected. 
“You’d have certain 

people who you’d 
believe and you’d go 
with them. Even 
though you might 

world a better place in a little way.”
It’s a true measure of the man’s 

character that when I ask him about 
his personal career highlight that he 
doesn’t mention the number one 
albums, or even supporting Bob 
Dylan and getting to work with U2’s 
legendary producer Brian Eno.

Instead, he mused: “I suppose it’s 
when someone comes up and says, 
‘Your music saved my life. I don’t 
know what I would’ve done without 
it. It really picked me up when I was 
really low. I’m not sure I’d be here if I 
hadn’t had them songs with me’.

“People would say, ‘That song saved 
my life’. 

“Or, ‘That album really helped me 
through dark times’. 

“When you think of your music as 
saving people, or helping them 
through life even, I suppose that’s the 
biggest buzz you can get.”

Damien endured some dark times 
himself as a young man. 

“I went through a good period of 

bad depression. It was getting worse 
and worse every day,” he confessed. 

“It might’ve been the realisation 
that my family members are going to 
die someday. 

“You don’t really think about that 
when you’re younger, but when I hit 
my teens I started to think about that 
and that really got to me. 

“That really terrified me. I’m not 
sure if that was one of the instigators. 

“And my friends were heavy 
smokers with the hash. I was trying 
to keep up with them, trying to show: 
‘I can smoke as much as them’.

“But I wasn’t them – my head was 
different. My head was a racing head 
that goes off in tangents and it goes 
down dark alleys.

“It was a very busy, a very noisy 
head compared to the other lads. 

“The hash was making me think all 
sorts of stuff. I think that might have 
been one of the reasons as well. It can 
make you pretty paranoid. 

“But I went down a very dark place 

‘‘It’s for shamans. I 
see myself as a bit of 
a shaman, or some 
sort of white witch, 
or whatever.

Magic of 
music in 
the blood
Live festivals bring out the best
in ‘shaman’ Damien Dempsey

SUMMER
LOVING

Damien Dempsey 
is looking forward 
to a June date at

The Doolin Festival

DO YOU COME HERE OFTEN
Damien with Sinead O Connor 
at Lisdoonvarna back in 2003
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with JASON O’TOOLE
@jasonotoolerealBIG INTERVIEW

Dave even had to be on his toes in 
his own local. 

“There was an incident. 
The guy came up, I thought 
he was asking me for my 
autograph – and he went 
in with the head! He just 
missed me. My mates 
jumped him,” he said. 

“There were a few scuf-
fles. I had another one on 
the streets when they 
jumped me. I got my 
nose bit! I’ve still 
got the scar. 

“I heard a 
guy slagging 
behind me: 
‘ M i c k a h 
Wallace’. 
A n d  I 
t u r n e d 
and they 
held me 
over a wall 
and bit me 
and ran off ! 
And I was going 
to America to do a 
show the next day! 

“I got 18 grand for that film,” he 
revealed. 

But it was still a huge sum to Dave 
who was doing gigs for a tenner in 
those days. 

“I had never been out of the country 
in my life, except England,” he said. 

“With the money – being a Bruce 
Lee fan – I f****d off to Hong Kong on 
my own one day, with a few beers on 
me. Everybody was looking for me.”

Dave’s whole world changed over-
night when the movie became a 
major worldwide hit. 

“Suddenly you can’t walk down the 
street. One minute you’re nothing and 
the next day you’re walking around 
and f*****g everybody knows you. 
They’re the good times,” he said. 

Did playing the hardshaw up on the 
big screen lead to much agro from Joe 
Public?

“Only in Dublin. I had a few inci-
dents. It made me very paranoid,” he 
answered.

“It came with the territory because 
people tended to believe you were 
really like Mickah Wallace. 

“But when I went to England, Scot-
land, America people just loved you.”

your head.
“That was it. We finished. They 

said, ‘Dave, we’re going to bring you 
into the backroom to do an interview 
with him’.

“Your adrenaline is pumping, 
because I moved a lot on stage. 

“Parker went, ‘Improvise with me’. 
“And I hadn’t got a f**k what he was 

on about. But he was threatening me. 
I was starting to go bald. He said, ‘You 
and your Sinead O’Connor haircut!’

“I said, ‘Who the f**k are you 
talking about?’ He said, ‘I’m f*****g 
talking to you’.”

As the tension was dialed up a 
notch or two dozen, Alan Parker 
asked: “Dave, you and whose army?’ 

“I said, ‘I am f****g army! See that 
wall behind you. It’s white’s going to 
be red with your brain splattered’. 

“And he went, ‘Alright, Dave, very 
convincing’. 

“And I think that’s when I got the 
movie. But I didn’t know for three 
months.”

The Commitments might have 
made Dave a household name at the 
time, but the bread wasn’t great by 
today’s standards. 

“My manager had to come and get 
me because I said, ‘I’m not going to 
do a f****g Bisto ad!’ That’s what I 
thought it was,” he said.

“I went in and they said, ‘Dave, we 
want you to read this’. And I said, ‘I 
can’t f*****g act!’ But I could act the 
b****x.” 

“I just kept joking and having a 
laugh. I read Jim Rabbitte’s part with 

this actor and he 
was getting upset 
because I wasn’t 
interested .  You 
know what actors 
can be like!”

At the next audi-
tion they asked, 
“Dave, can you play 
drums?”

“I was the singer 
but I had started off as a drummer. I 
did drums on Wipe Out and then we 
did two fast Psychobilly songs and I 
just went nuts doing the splits on me 
back, mic in the mouth.

“And Alan Parker stood up and he 
went f*****g nuts. Seemingly he’d 
been bored, because watching so 
many bands for two days can wreck 

Dave Finnegan’s two child-
hood heroes helped to 
inspire his electrifying 
performance as the head-

banger drummer in The Commit-
ments. 

“Elvis Presley got me into rockabilly 
and Bruce Lee obviously got me into 
Mickah Wallace,” recalled Dave who 
had his own bands before hitting the 
big time.

“I was known for my wild antics on 
stage. I was eating the microphone 
before The Commitments. I jumped 
around on stage like Elvis, doing the 
splits and everything.” 

Coincidentally, the real Mickah 
Wallace grew up as the eldest of seven 
kids in Dublin’s Southside suburb 
Crumlin where that other famous 
tough guy Conor McGregor was also 
born and bred. 

The now 54-year-old started off 
busking on Grafton St before putting 
together his first Psychobilly band 
The Boneshakers in the 1980s. 

“Glen (Hansard) used to busk at the 
same time as me,” he said. 

“We’d be busking with the quiffs 
and the double bass and snare drum 
and guitar. And Glen would be there 
doing his, what I called, hippy s**t at 
the time. But Glen’s a good guy. 
Everybody got on well making the 
movie.”

It’s sad to think how Joey “The 
Lips” Fagan (actor Johnny Murphy) 
and Alan Parker, the director of the 
classics Midnight Express and Angel 
Heart, both weren’t still alive to 
celebrate the film turning 30 years 
young in 2021. 

“With a passing like that, it’s like 
a family kind of thing. I had a little 
cry,” he said. 

Dave, who dropped out of school 
at 15, was flipping burgers in 
McDonalds on Grafton St when 
offered the role of a lifetime.

“I’d finish in the afternoon and 
I’d go busking across the road. 
Reaching the top from McDonald’s 
– that was the idea,” he joked. 

Dave, who was thinking about 
getting a “proper job” when asked to 
audition for the movie, had plenty of 
experience in the music industry 
before getting The Commitments gig. 
He’d even recorded an album with his 
band Scared Stiff in 1989. 

Dave and his musician pals were 
doing a regular Saturday afternoon 
residency for basically their beer 
money at Judge Roy Bean’s in Temple 
Bar when approached 
by film agents. 

“Now, seemingly 
there were posters 
(about the auditions) 
in pubs and every-
where, but I didn’t see 
them,” he said. 

“They asked us to 
come down on the 
Monday and I just 
said ‘yeah’ and forgot about it. 

“When you play Rockabilly, every-
thing outside it is too mainstream. 
You don’t live in that world. We’re 
punks. You just don’t think of movies 
coming to your  doorstep.”

On Monday morning, a still hung-
over Dave almost didn’t tag along to 
the auditions. 

‘‘It came with the 
territory because 
people tended to 
believe you were really 
like Mickah Wallace.

HE’S STILL
ROCKIN’

Dave Finnegan’s
Commitments
are in demandDave has lots of

Commitments
deal because he never performed on 
the film’s soundtrack, which meant 
that he “never got royalties off The 
Commitments”.  

“The others did. I never played any 
music. Everybody got to play one 
song. I think Alan Parker felt sorry for 
me. It wasn’t up to him, it was up to 
the record company,” he said. 

“To be honest with you, that is 
where my anger (came from), that I 
never made anything after it. And I 
was a musician and I wasn’t an actor.

“And just to make money I decided 
to tour with The Stars of The Commit-
ments. I wasn’t Otis Redding and I 
wasn’t Andrew Strong, so I was just 
doing it. I think that was the trigger 
for my depression.

“It’s not easy. People think (being) 
on the road is easy, it’s not unless 
you’re U2.  But they even had it tough. 
You live on tour buses, you hang 
around all day. There’s that lifestyle of 
people buying you drink. And a lot of 
musicians have their drug problems. 
Drugs have never been my thing. 
Have I tried them? Yes. 

“As for drinking, well, that was 
indulged heavily at times. It was part 
of the lifestyle to me. I’m not ashamed 
of it anymore, no matter what people 
say. I wanted a rock ‘n’ roll life and got 
it!”

But this affable musician, who’s 
voice has become much “Strong-er” 
after years of practice, eventually 
found his path with Dave Finnegan’s 
Commitments.

Despite a mini-stroke a couple of 
months ago, Dave’s dance card is 
pretty full these days. 

The talented star thought about 
“calling it a day” after feeling disillu-
sioned recently. But he’s since 
bounced back and now has gigs and 
festivals already booked right across 
the UK, France and USA. 

“I’m alright now. The mini-stroke 
was a warning. My phone hasn’t 
stopped ringing the last two weeks 
with bookings,” Dave concluded.

“I’ve been on the road for 38 years. 
I’ve played with all the soul stars from 
The Temptations, Sam Moore from 
Sam & Dave, BB King. You learn from 
them.

“I’d studied all of them. When I 
grew up, I used to sit in my bedroom 
every day, learning from all these 
stars. You have to practice at anything 
in life.

“ I used to put on the record to do a 
Wilson Pickett song and if I couldn’t 
get the note I’d put it on again until I 
got the note. 

“And I’m still dedicated like that. I 
still do it at home. It drives my misses 
up the wall with the guitar. But that’s 
the way I’ve done it – old school.

“As I said, I’ve battled depression 
and live a happier life. It doesn’t mean 
I don’t like a beer now and then, but 
I’m happier, more mature. 

“And I decided to go all the way now 
with music. It’s what I’ve done since a 
young man, and all I know.

“So, as they say, ‘Cheers to ya all. 
And, Hail! Hail! Rock ‘n’ Roll’. Keep 
rockin’ till the end, ’cause the show 
must go on.”

 ■For further information check out 
www.davefinneganscommitments.
com

“You know, I’ve heard a few stories 
about my drinking. And I’ve never 
denied it. People had me convinced I 
was (an alcoholic),” he said. 

“I went and I said, ‘F**k this!’ I just 
stopped myself. I still drink the odd 
time. 

“But I was never an alcoholic. And 
I think I just made that quote because 
I had convinced myself.”

Dave even attempted suicide. 
“I went through bad depression in 

the late ‘90s, early 2000s, just drinking 
and gigging, here and there or 
anywhere. Depression set in. Your life 
is hitting rock bottom and you’re left 
on your own and you’re going, ‘What 
the f**k! What’s going on?’” he 
recalled.

“I did try it – suicide – once. But I 
thought heavily about it on one or 
more occasions: just everything was 
negative and downhill.

“After meeting people with the 
same thing I understand it now. We 
tend to turn to drink in bad times, 
which doesn’t help those situations. 

“And I’m just one of those people 
that went through it. I survived it.”

Dave rightly felt like he got a raw 

people love it. But then, we’d never 
seen fame and suddenly you’re way up 
there,” he said, pointing upwards, “and 
you drop and everything’s back to 
normal. What do you do after this?”

It was a good question. 
“I had managers coming in, they 

wanted me to be an actor. But I was 
never an actor,” he said.  

Dave was even asked if he’d be up 
for joining The Pogues. But he had 
rightly figured: “How can you replace 
Shane McGowan?” 

“It was mentioned. I said no. Joe 
Strummer did it,” he said modestly.

They next tried putting a band 
around the “wild frontman” persona 
with Finnegan’s Wake. 

“It was the first time I’d been 
manufactured.  I was only learning 
the business then. It just all went 
down the drain – through manage-
ment,” he claimed.

Dave confessed that it “sort of 
frustrates me” that he didn’t make big 
money on the back of the movie’s 
success. 

“A few years later you realise, ‘Is that 
it?’ You’re broke,” he explained. 

I read he even went to AA. 

between Mickah Wallace and Decco 
Cuffe. 

As “a big fan of martial arts”, Dave 
wanted to do his own action scenes. 
He even had Charles Bronson’s old 
stuntman on hand to help. 

Dave and Andrew Strong were 
called onto the set to do the fight 
scene at 2am. 

“It’s not him that I’m actually hitting 
in the film! We tried to get him to do 
it, but he wouldn’t do it,” he said. 

“One of the stuntmen dressed up 
like Andrew. 

“So when I’m pushing Andrew and 
he’s pushing me, it cuts and the 
stuntman goes in as Andrew. 

“I laughed because when he went 
into the bins first they had to cut.

“And Alan Parker said, ‘What the 
f**k you laughing at?’

“I said, ‘He doesn’t look like Andrew. 
He looks like f*****g Tonto with that 
straggly hair!’ 

“They just padded up the stuntman 
and said, ‘Go all in, Dave’.”

Dave himself was eventually 
brought back down to earth with a 
thud. 

“It’s amazing now, it’s 30 years and 

“After that I was fine – it was just 
that little moment.”

Dave even went from not being 
able to get arrested to the exact oppo-
site in a heartbeat, or rather a quick 
backbeat.  

“There was a scuffle outside the 
Pink Elephant. I just happened to be 
in front when the scuffle was on and 
the copper recognised me, gave me 

a punch and threw me in the nick. 
“It was in the papers the next 
day. I’d never been arrested. It 

made good news. Obviously 
to me and my family it 
was embarrassing. But 
you look back at it now 
as part of a legendary 
story. 

“Years later people say, 
‘You’re so full of ( funny) 
stories, Dave’. 

“And I go, ‘They weren’t 
at the f*****g time’. But 
now you can sit and talk 
about them and have a 
laugh.”

One of Dave’s funniest 
memories was filming 
the famous punch up 

30 years on from release of iconic 
film the band’s drummer is still not 
ready to slow his mustang down
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