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Introduction

‘The Irish are the niggers of Europe, lads,’ Jimmy Rabbitte tells his band of white would-be soul singers in Roddy Doyle’s The Commitments. ‘An’ Dubliners are the niggers of Ireland . . . Say it loud, I’m black an’ I’m proud.’1

If Dubliners were the blacks of Ireland, then being an actual black Dub was a veritable double whammy of otherness. In 1957 on his first day at the Christian Brothers’ School in Crumlin, the eight-year-old Philip Lynott stood in the playground while his classmates lined up to touch his hair.

‘Automatically, he was like a peacock,’ says Paul Scully, a fellow Southside Dubliner. ‘He was exotic. He stood out. I remember Philip coming to my mother’s house and she whispered to me, “Does he drink tea?”’

The long, lean, coffee-skinned boy with no father and an absent mother became a celebrity simply by existing.

By the 1970s he would be Ireland’s first ever bona fide rock star.

By 1986, he was gone.

 

For Philip Lynott, fame was a self-fulfilling prophecy. Its outline was always there; he simply needed to fill in the detail. It did not take long. He was a local band leader at the age of fourteen, the singer in Ireland’s best rock group at eighteen, and had formed Thin Lizzy by the time he was twenty. When the full force of his talent finally caught up with his looks, drive and charisma in his mid-twenties, Lynott seemed unstoppable.

Thin Lizzy’s gold-standard records – Jailbreak, Johnny the Fox, Bad Reputation, Live and Dangerous – are both powerful and strangely beautiful. They are often described as a hard-rock band, even heavy metal, which undersells the soulful mix of machismo, melody, poetry, mischief, rhythm and attack Thin Lizzy conveyed at their peak. Amid the swagger, there was always a lightness of touch; beyond the smoke-bombs and sirens lay a determination for things to be better and smarter than they needed to be.

On stage, Thin Lizzy became masters of the live ritual. For five years in the second half of the 1970s, Lynott was the quintessential rock-and-roll frontman. He controlled and coaxed and electrified crowds to the extent that he became synonymous with the image on the front of their classic concert album, Live and Dangerous, a Dionysian study in leather trousers, studded wristband, clenched fist and gypsy earring.

He was so ridiculously good at being a rock star, he inhabited the role with such obvious relish, it’s easy to overlook all the other attributes Lynott had going for him. ‘He could speak freely in the language of music,’ says drummer Mark Nauseef. ‘Not many rock guys can do that. He had so much going on. People didn’t see a lot of it.’

Had he never written a single song, his voice alone would have marked him out. It’s not really a rock voice at all. The wood-smoke timbre, the high-wire sense of timing and off-beat phrasing position Lynott closer to folk and jazz. He was a crooner seduced by high voltage and heavy wattage, but the mournful grain was always an essential part of his appeal.

If his voice brought out the soul of Thin Lizzy, his words delivered the substance. Lynott’s early lyrics have a poetic flourish. They are a young man’s words, anxious to impress, but often very beautiful. The tenor of peak-period Thin Lizzy, on the other hand, was all cinematic street-smarts, every adjective and noun armed with a flick knife and a sharply turned-up collar. Few lyricists have proved so adept at placing the listener right in the centre of the action.

He wrote melodies that have endured. Although numerous hard rock and heavy metal bands – from Megadeth to Metallica, Foo Fighters to Def Leppard – cite Thin Lizzy as a key influence, perhaps more telling is the diversity of artists who have performed Lynott’s songs, among them Pulp, Sade, the Hold Steady and the Corrs.

He was a fine bass player. He was a phenomenal band leader. He was a wired-up perfectionist who affected the lassitude of Johnny Cool. He knocked around with poets and snooker players, fishermen and gangsters, Johnny Thunders and Georgie Best. He read comics and Camus and had a deceptively sprawling hinterland.

This is a story about Lynott’s life in Thin Lizzy, but it is also a story about all the other things he was and could have been, inside and outside of music.

It is a story with an unhappy ending. Lynott did not always behave well, nor did he always make the smartest choices. In later life his addictions and insecurities made him a difficult man to be around, and ultimately they overpowered him.

But there is also much to celebrate. As the first full-blooded rock star to break out of his homeland, Lynott signalled the possibility for a new kind of Ireland: confident, swaggering, unbowed. His image, aspects of which can seem faintly ridiculous in retrospect, was potency writ large. As the late Irish writer Bill Graham said of Lynott. ‘He was the most masculinely sexual of any Irish star before or since, at a time when we were struggling to escape the prison of our repressions.’ The ‘jailbreak’ Lynott sang about was real. The Boomtown Rats and U2 tunnelled out after him. In time it became an exodus.

That it took a black, illegitimate, English-born, Irish-Guyanese man to roll back the frontier is rather wonderful, even if Lynott regarded himself as an Irishman first, last and always. ‘He entirely viewed himself as Irish,’ says fellow Dubliner Bob Geldof, returning to Jimmy Rabbitte’s theme. ‘The old Black Irish thing – you’re an outsider anyway. He was totally Irish, in every sense. He couldn’t be more Irish.’

And yet no matter how Irish he felt or sounded, Lynott appeared to be the precise opposite. This distance between the seeming and the being is part of his story. It was an existence filled with tensions and contradictions, playing out over thirty-six years. They resulted in some wonderful times and music, and some soul-scouring lows. ‘He lived many different lives,’ says Noel Bridgeman, a friend since their days together in Skid Row. ‘There were different levels. His personality was paradoxical.’

The Irish poet and publisher Peter Fallon told me: ‘Philip rose and he fell, and somehow that rise and fall was simultaneous.’ At times in this tale Lynott looks like someone who threw it all away. At other times he looks like a man who spun gold from a fistful of thin air. Of course, he was both, and more, all at once.


PART ONE

Dublin


1

There are several recurring archetypes in the songs of Philip Lynott, each one a form of self-portrait. The streetwise hustler (let’s call him Johnny; Lynott usually did) of ‘The Boys Are Back in Town’ and ‘Johnny the Fox Meets Jimmy the Weed’; the flinty Celtic warrior of ‘Eire’ and ‘Róisín Dubh (Black Rose): A Rock Legend’, chiselled from Irish mythos; the amped-up main man of ‘The Rocker’ and ‘Black Boys on the Corner’; the sad-eyed lothario of ‘Romeo and the Lonely Girl’ and ‘Randolph’s Tango’.

And there is the orphan, a supporting character throughout much of his work. Lynott named his pre-Thin Lizzy band Orphanage, and his earliest songs in particular wrestle again and again with family and identity. ‘Shades of a Blue Orphanage’, ‘Saga of the Ageing Orphan’, ‘Mama and Papa’, ‘Diddy Levine’, ‘Philomena’ and many more are complex triangulations involving mothers, fathers and sons. They are sometimes characterized by a wild, questing romance; more often, by an aching awareness of absence.

Lynott was seven years old when he was sent from Moss Side in Manchester to live with his grandmother in Crumlin, in the Southside of Dublin. Those first years of his life are ill-defined, but absence is a recurring theme. The absence of his biological father and a number of potential surrogates; of two younger siblings given up for adoption; of a settled and stable home, until finally he is faced with the absence of his mother.

If there is any substance at all in the old Jesuit proverb – Give me the child for the first seven years and I will give you the man – then Philip Lynott makes a particularly fascinating case study.

 

Crumlin was built in the image of Holy Ireland. The names of its main streets – Leighlin, Clonmacnoise, Ferns, Kells, Bangor, Clogher, Lismore – are taken from the dioceses of the Irish Catholic Church, and were laid out to approximate the shape of the Celtic cross of the Eucharist.

Named from the Gaelic Croimghlinn, ‘Crooked Glen’, the area had been settled since Anglo-Norman times. In the 1930s, when the Irish government began clearing out the cramped, crumbling tenements in the centre of Dublin and relocating their inhabitants to landscaped sites further out of town, the ancient lines of Crumlin Village were redrawn to accommodate a vast new social housing development of 3,000 homes.

Lynott’s grandparents, Frank and Sarah, were part of the exodus. By the time the Lynotts were moved there from the Liberties, in the heart of old Dublin, in 1936, Sarah had given birth to six of her nine children. After the noisy, head-to-toe confines of the tenements, Crumlin promised space, order and civic pride. For a modest sum the family secured the tenancy of a modern Corporation House at 85 Leighlin Road, with running water, a kitchen, two upstairs bedrooms and a plumbed-in toilet.

It offered a new kind of stability, but in a poor country shaped – literally, in the case of Crumlin – by the Catholic Church, and the drip-feed of religious, moral and social censure it meted out, ambition was strictly rationed. Growing up, Philomena Lynott felt keenly not only the lack of immediate opportunities, but the awareness that Ireland would not change quickly enough to alter the course of her own life.

Born on 22 October 1930, the sixth of Frank and Sarah’s children, Philomena – known as Phyllis to those close to her – was in many respects a very different personality than her siblings. Irreverent, wilful and eccentric, her spirit would not be contained. As so many of her compatriots had before her, including two of her older sisters, she left Ireland. She could hardly wait.

On the first occasion, she ran away to England, and an older brother was despatched to find and return her. At the age of fifty-one, Sarah Lynott was expecting her final child, Peter, and Philomena was needed at the house to help with her two younger siblings, Timothy and Irene.

She came back, but she did not stay long. Philomena was seventeen when she arrived by boat in Liverpool. By eighteen she was pregnant.

 

In a photograph taken when he was in his twenties, Philip Lynott’s father wears the same suavely minimalist pencil moustache later adopted by his son.

Cecil Joseph Parris was born on 21 April 1925 in the port city of Georgetown, the capital of what was then British Guiana. A colony on the northern coast of South America, wedged between Venezuela and Suriname, the country was renamed Guyana in 1966 after gaining independence.

He was Afro-Guyanese, a descendant of the millions of African slaves shipped to the east coast of South America during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The Afro-Guyanese were regarded as socially superior to the Indo-Guyanese, the country’s large population of indentured workers from the Indian subcontinent which was granted minimal opportunities for education and social mobility. Parris’s father, Eustace, worked as a schoolteacher in Georgetown, part of the educated, urbanite middle-class who arrived in the city following the abolition of slavery. Eustace was married to Jeanetta, and Cecil was one of several children.

The flow of migration from British Guiana to the United Kingdom in the 1940s and 1950s was closer to a trickle than a flood, particularly in comparison to Jamaica, Trinidad and Barbados. It was a promising colony, and in those days Georgetown was a fine garden city, with canals, tree-lined streets and elegant buildings. British Guiana was a remote outpost, however, and the cost of travelling to Britain was prohibitive. Migration was available primarily to members of the educated elite who had the means and the connections.

Cecil Parris died in 2012. When he left Georgetown almost seventy years ago, it’s impossible to know whether he was running from the past or sailing towards the future. Later in life, he told his wife Irene that in 1947 he made a decision to emigrate to New York. His family have always believed that he stowed away on a steamer. Once the ship was seaborne and sufficiently far from Georgetown port, Parris revealed himself to the crew and worked his passage in the ship’s kitchen. The family were also told that he still mistakenly believed his boat was bound for America, and he arrived in Liverpool thinking it was New York.

There is a chance he came to Britain via an alternative route. A passenger list for a Pan American Airways flight from Georgetown to New York on 13 August 1947 names Cecil Parris among those on board. His British passport had been issued three months earlier, and his New York address is listed as 24 Halsey Street, Brooklyn – a long, lively thoroughfare in the Bedford-Stuyvesant district full of theatres, dance halls and boxing arenas. This may be an entirely different Cecil Parris. The surname is not uncommon in Guyana and the passenger’s age is recorded as twenty-five rather than the twenty-two Cecil would have been at this time. The alternative conclusion is that Lynott’s father succeeded in his original aim to emigrate to New York and lived there for a spell before travelling to Britain.

What is certain is that within a year of disembarking, Parris had met a fellow runaway. Irene Parris believes that her husband first knew Philomena Lynott in Liverpool, the great port city of north-west England where they had entered the country at almost exactly the same time. However, Philomena has recalled that their first encounter was in Birmingham, at one of the regular weekend dances held at a local displaced-persons hotel in the city. In post-war, post-Windrush England, such institutions were plentiful. They were often given a gloss of gentility they rarely merited by calling themselves hotels. Primarily, they were hostels providing accommodation for Eastern Europeans and newly arrived West Indian immigrants.

Parris and Philomena Lynott hit it off. He was already in possession of a nickname, ‘The Duke’, bestowed in honour of a rather ostentatious sense of style and his reputation for charming the opposite sex; the pencil moustache was not the only trait he shared with his son. Regular dances lead to regular dates, which lead to more, and early in 1949 Philomena Lynott discovered she was going to have a child.

Her son was born on 20 August 1949 at Hallam hospital in West Bromwich, weighing nine-and-a-half pounds. His first name was the male counterpart of his mother’s name. His middle name was Parris, after the father who, according to both Philomena and Irene Lewis, proposed marriage before he was born, an offer that was not accepted.

Philip Parris Lynott’s first home was Woodville House, 176 Raddlebarn Road in Selly Park, in south-west Birmingham. A large Victorian building formerly in use as a workhouse, since 1943 it had been a home for unmarried mothers run by the Birmingham Diocesan Rescue Society, now known as Father Hudson’s Society. Woodville was overseen by the Sisters of Charity of St Paul the Apostle and could accommodate up to fifteen young women and their babies at one time. While his mother slept in a communal dormitory and worked for her bed and board, Lynott was put in the children’s dorm elsewhere in the building. He was baptized – there was no choice in the matter – on 4 September 1949, at St Edward’s, the Catholic church situated a short walk down the road, where the young women and their children attended Mass each Sunday.

Since 1944, the Birmingham Diocesan Rescue Society had been a registered adoption agency, free to arrange for the children in its care to be taken on by more ‘suitable’ families. After three months at Woodville, mothers could either agree to give up their babies or leave and make their own way in the world. The choice was harder than it should have been. It was a time of post-war austerity. The Family Allowances Act had been introduced in August 1946, but the payment of five shillings per week in welfare was only applied from the birth of the second child onwards; first-time mothers such as Philomena Lynott were excluded. Socially as well as financially, there was an enormous amount of pressure and coercion applied to force women and their infants apart.

In the event, she managed to keep her baby and find a place to live. It was the start of a transient and uncertain period lasting several years in which Philomena and her son were subject to close supervision and regular intervention from both the Catholic Church and local social services. When she moved, as she did often, she earned money as best she could. Philomena shuttled between a series of boarding houses, halfway hostels and attic rooms in the less salubrious parts of Birmingham, Liverpool, Leeds and Manchester. Her child was minded by babysitters – some familiar, some strangers – and on occasion was left alone while his mother worked at night. It was a rootless, unsettled life, pockmarked by prejudice and the looming threat of the next moonlit flit. New rooms, new streets, new cover stories. Lynott spent at least some time – and possibly quite a lot – in the care of welfare services.

An already challenging start in life was complicated further when Philomena became pregnant again. Now living in Liverpool, she gave birth to a daughter, Jeanette, in Sefton Park hospital in Liverpool in April 1951. Cecil Parris is listed as the father on her birth certificate – the baby was named after his Guyanese mother and ‘Parris’ was once again conferred as a middle name. He and Philomena appear to have maintained an irregular relationship in the time since Philip had been born, but each lived unsettled and transitory lives. In reality, Jeanette’s father was not Cecil Parris but a white US serviceman, who had already departed the scene.

Shortly afterwards, Parris moved on, too. He settled permanently in London, where one of his brothers, Alan Parris, was now living and working as a policeman. More family members would subsequently make the trip over from British Guiana. It would be another twenty-five years before he re-entered his son’s life. ‘Cecil was always very upset about [leaving] because he was a very strong family man,’ says Irene Parris. ‘It was taken out of his hands . . . He wasn’t able to be a father to Philip.’

Shortly after Parris had left, Philomena was living in Manchester, where she met a black American G.I. she called Jimmy Angel. He paid the rent for her flat at 96 Everton Road, a run-down street in the district of Chorlton-on-Medlock, later demolished as part of the inner-city slum clearance. Once again, she became pregnant, giving birth to a third child, James Arthur Lynott, at North Manchester General Hospital on 27 June 1952. The father provided basic support but soon he was heading back to the United States. Lynott, now three years old, ‘took his absence very badly’.1

Having given birth to three children by three different fathers – none of whom assumed the role of parent or provider – before she had passed the age of twenty-one, Philomena was faced with impossible choices. In early 1953, when Jeanette was still not quite two, her mother gave the child up for adoption. The same pattern occurred with Lynott’s half-brother, James, who was given up for adoption in 1954, at the age of two.

The trauma was both profound and heart-breaking; that Philomena didn’t merely survive but flourish is testament to her remarkable fortitude. The impact on her son remains harder to discern.

By 1957, Lynott was attending Princess Road Junior School in Moss Side. On his report card, Conduct is graded D, Attendance C, Punctuality E. ‘Philip must be helped to form a regular habit of punctuality,’ writes the teacher, pointedly. ‘Rather disappointing,’ adds the principal, who attaches an accompanying note upbraiding the pupil for being ‘deliberately careless’ for losing the report in the street on his way home. It does not require much reading between the lines to identify the outline of an erratic home life; years later Lynott recalled that nobody was ever there to collect him from school.

It is not possible to know what he witnessed or felt during the first few years of his life. He simply didn’t talk about it. ‘I never remember a word from him about that [time],’ says Jim Fitzpatrick, the Irish artist who became one of Lynott’s closest friends. ‘I think his life began in his head when he was seven or eight. Maybe that’s a way of psychologically adjusting for a child. He never went into any negative stuff. I tried to talk to him about it a couple of times and it was like pulling teeth.’

There are mysteries and secrets at the heart of his childhood. The pieces don’t quite fit. There are parts missing. Time slips and bends. The absolute truth remains elusive to outside observers and family members alike – much as it was to Lynott himself. He made no indication as an adult that he possessed any knowledge of having a younger brother and sister. He was very young when they were born, and perhaps they faded quickly from his memory and existed only as a hazy outline, a dream that never quite connected to his own reality. It is not inconceivable that circumstances dictated that he was elsewhere at the time they were born, that his care in England was provided by someone other than his mother. In time Lynott grew extremely close to Philomena, and came to understand her vibrant spirit and to love her unconditionally, but there were still things about her past that he didn’t know, and perhaps didn’t want to.

Shortly before he died, in the autumn of 1985 Lynott learned conclusively of the existence of his half-sister, Jeanette, who had recently traced her birth mother and had made contact with her. (Philomena Lynott’s other son, James, now known as Leslie, did not make contact until 1996, ten years after Lynott’s death.) Re-christened Philomena by her adoptive parents, Jeanette was now a teacher, living in Derby in the East Midlands of England. Lynott showed no indication that he was being given information which he already knew, although his reaction to the news was subdued. Troubled as he was at that time in his personal and professional life, confirmation that he had a sibling was a further complication he did not necessarily welcome. Within three months he would be dead, without ever meeting the ‘other’ Philomena.

 

His mother’s resilience saved Lynott from the fate of numerous other children, including his siblings, born in similarly testing circumstances. He was not snatched away by the Catholic Church, sold to the highest bidder or farmed out for adoption in the United States or Australia. The price of maintaining the blood ties of family, however, was an undoubtedly harrowing start in life. Full of ‘fear and paranoia’,2 Philomena eventually ran out of options. In the summer of 1957, Lynott was sent to live with her parents at 85 Leighlin Road in Crumlin. He was almost eight. The solid anchor of Ireland awaited him.


2

Lynott wrote two songs called ‘Sarah’. The second, and most famous, appeared on Black Rose: A Rock Legend and was released as a Thin Lizzy single in 1979. It was written for his daughter, born at the end of the previous year.

The first was for the woman who had saved him from an uncertain fate. Recorded in 1972 on Thin Lizzy’s second album, Shades of a Blue Orphanage, ‘Sarah’ is a tender piano ballad, which pays poetic homage to the grandmother he adored. His characteristically romantic imagining of Sarah Finn as an impassioned young woman, snaring the heart of Frank Lynott, contains a pun on the family name: ‘Schoolboy eyes would stare in innocent fun / Never told no lies’. This was Lynott’s traditional means of advising people how to correctly pronounce his name. ‘It’s Lie-not,’ he would say, ‘cos I tell no lies,’1 a definition that deliberately tested the boundaries of credibility.

Born in north Dublin in 1898, Sarah Lynott was a typical Irish ‘mammy’, a tough, can-do, unsentimental rock of reliability for a child who had previously known only turbulent waters. Lynott would quote her no-nonsense aphorisms to friends and until the day he died afforded her the utmost respect. Frank Lynott was a more distant figure. He enjoyed a drink, could be taciturn and did not always see eye-to-eye with his own children, but he was idolized by Lynott as the first real father figure he had known who hadn’t vanished. When he did leave, dead from a heart attack on 20 May 1964, his fourteen-year-old grandson was crushed.

Lynott arrived in Crumlin at the beginning of the summer holidays in 1957, accompanied by his mother and a long-forgotten school friend from Manchester. Within a few weeks he was at the centre of a conventional Irish Catholic family: hardworking, durable and absolutely steeped in the idea of their own Irishness.

Though the Lynotts weren’t fully aware of all the facts – they knew nothing of Philomena’s two adopted children – they exhibited a degree of disapproval over the manner in which she was managing her life. For the next few years she focused on building a more solid existence for herself in Manchester. There were letters to and fro – ‘Dear Mammy, I hope that you are well, I think of you all the time’ – but close contact between mother and son was minimal. Lynott made the transition from boy to man in a two-up two-down in Leighlin Road, under the supervision of his grandmother.

 

Give or take a splash of colour, the proliferation of satellite dishes and the number of cars lining the pavement, Leighlin Road – pronounced Leg-lin – was much the same in the late 1950s as it is now. It is a long, gently curving street of featureless pre-war constructions, clustered in groups of fours and fives. ‘These little boxes,’ as Lynott later described them. ‘Every house looked the same.’2 The area was certainly too pedestrian for the Republican poet, playwright and wild man Brendan Behan, whose family grew restive when moved to Crumlin in 1937 from Russell Street in central Dublin. Behan went further than Lynott in regarding the homes as ‘dolls’ houses’. In his autobiographical play Moving Out, he refers to Dublin’s new housing developments as ‘Siberia’, likening life in Crumlin to enforced exile from the beating heart of the city.

No. 85 Leighlin Road was tiny. ‘You couldn’t swing a cat in the kitchen,’ recalls Michael O’Flanagan, who befriended Lynott in the 1960s while filming and photographing many local bands. ‘It was a very small house.’ There was a small patch of greenery at the front set back from the road, while a larger garden at the rear was designed to encourage families to grow their own produce and become self-sufficient. The Lynotts were not persuaded.

The family lived on the section of Leighlin Road where the street grows increasingly narrow, giving the impression almost of a country lane that has been gripped and squeezed by the hand of modernity. ‘That end of Leighlin Road was the rough end,’ says Martin Duffy, a Crumlin native who went on to become a successful editor, film-maker and writer. ‘I hated going down it as a kid because there were a lot of tough kids there.’ Although Duffy was a couple of years younger than Lynott, and a self-confessed ‘nerd’, the pair became teenage friends.

In common with most families in the area, the house had been overrun with offspring, raised and then shooed out into the wider world. By the time Lynott arrived only three children remained – his aunt Irene and his two youngest uncles. He came to regard the older of the two, Timothy, as a cross between an adult big brother and a surrogate father; Peter, the last in line, and only 14 months his elder, was closer to a sibling. It was the kind of set-up not unfamiliar in large families. Brothers could seem more like fathers; uncles like brothers.

Relationships and roles were fluid, which suited Lynott. He arrived in Crumlin without an accompanying explanation. There was no identifying label attached. Timothy, Irene and Peter were not told that this was their nephew, Philomena’s boy. ‘My mother and father knew the full story,’ said Timothy Lynott, ‘But we didn’t because we were young and it wasn’t explained to us.’3 As much as a decade later, there still existed members of the Lynott family who did not know that Philip was Philomena’s son. The neighbours, meanwhile, assumed that he had been adopted, a story which the family had little appetite to correct. The taking-in of children born into extreme hardship or what was then regarded as ‘disgrace’ was not uncommon in Catholic Ireland. Within that cultural context, the arrival of a ‘poor black baby’ was unusual but not entirely implausible.

In the absence of absolutes, alternative narratives were constructed for the sake of convenience and propriety. Misunder-standings were allowed to stand. ‘We had hidden it from a lot of people,’ Philomena Lynott told me. ‘I remember taking him to the shops and an old woman put her hand on his head and said, “Oh God bless him and protect him and take him back to Africa to them that own him.” She was a real old Irish lady. That’s how it was then. Nobody would have believed that I was his mother, no matter what.’

Eventually, those who needed to came to recognize the truth without ever asking – day-to-day life was so frantic, no one seemed to care much one way or the other. ‘When I think about Crumlin now it’s almost like a Monty Python sketch, all these kids falling out of these tiny little houses,’ says Martin Duffy. ‘My mother had fifteen children, and we weren’t the biggest family. The Butlers had a family of twenty kids. There was a huge amount of kids. Too many kids, not enough work. Tough times and tough people. Everybody was accepted for what they were if they measured up. I didn’t register Philip’s family situation. I didn’t even notice it. At that time, with so many kids around, we weren’t analysing things like that.’

‘Philip was accepted,’ says Frank Murray, one of Lynott’s closest friends and Thin Lizzy’s road manager for much of the 1970s. Murray grew up next door to Crumlin, in Walkinstown. ‘It was a working-class district, we accepted lots of things. We accepted poverty, fashion sense, families – it didn’t matter. It was that kind of community. You just didn’t go up to a guy and say, “Look, you’re living with this all-white family, you’re a black guy – what the fuck happened?” People would say, “Isn’t that guy great?” but they didn’t mention his colour.’

In Moss Side, by the late 1950s non-Caucasian children were a not unfamiliar sight. There was a vibrant Afro-Caribbean population and a sizeable Sikh community was forming. In Ireland, Lynott belonged to a world few people recognized or even understood. There were precisely four indigenous black children in a city of more than 600,000 souls. Dublin was home to a tiny and transient group of African students, enrolled at the College of Surgeons at Trinity College, but for the vast majority of those who encountered him in the first years following his arrival from England, Lynott was – symbolically, if not literally – the First Black Irishman.

It was in August 1957, during his first days as a pupil at the Scoil Colm Christian Brothers’ School (CBS) on Armagh Road, that Lynott stood in the playground while his fellow pupils clamoured to touch his hair. ‘We were envious, because one of our nightmares was our mothers untangling our hair with a comb, and we reckoned he wouldn’t have had to comb his hair at all,’ says his classmate Liam O’Connor. ‘We were only babies. There wasn’t any racism. We weren’t sophisticated enough to be threatened.’

At Catholic schools across the country, including Lynott’s own, each week pupils would collect money for the ‘Black Babies’. The proceeds were spent on sending missionaries to Africa and elsewhere to deliver aid, establish charitable work and spread the gospels. ‘If your parents paid 2/6 [two shillings and six pence] you could “buy” your own black baby for life,’ says O’Connor. ‘We just assumed someone had paid their 2/6 and they had sent Philip over from Africa. That was the logic of a child.’

Ireland had many problems at that time, but immigration was not one of them. Human traffic invariably travelled in the other direction, and the default reaction to Lynott was a kind of benign incomprehension rather than the kneejerk hostility of those who feel threatened or invaded. Only rarely did cultural confusion spill over into physical altercations. His uncle Peter, in the year above Lynott at CBS, was assigned the role of brother protector. He recalls taking Lynott to school and running the gauntlet of astonished children, some of whom registered their shock with mocking shouts of ‘Blackie!’ and ‘Baluba!’

Future Thin Lizzy drummer Brian Downey, also a fellow pupil at CBS, recalls ‘one occasion when some guy called him “Sambo”, and Philip took exception to that. He called the guy into the schoolyard, and there was an arrangement for later that day to have a bit of a scrap outside the school gates. I was on Phil’s side, there was a couple of guys on the other guy’s side, but we all just stood off and let them have it – and Phil won hands down. Phil was pretty tough. It was only a five-minute skirmish, but Phil had him pinned to the ground and could have beat this guy to a pulp. Nobody was going to intervene, but he just let him up and said, “If you say that again I really will hurt you.” That was a typical example of what Phil was like. He was a fair guy.’

Like many whose roots might be open to question before they even open their mouths, Lynott quickly seemed to become more Irish, more Dublin, more Southside than those who had been born and raised there. He quickly developed, says Duffy, ‘a perfect Dublin accent’, which he deployed quietly but effectively, folding in the local idioms, rhythms and sly wordplay.

His colour was simply there, as he put it, like having ‘big ears’,4 but he recognized that it afforded him a certain status. He rarely had to shout to get attention. The world came to him. Once he understood this, he used it.

He was already a budding hustler. For obvious – if dubious – reasons, the teachers at CBS often sent him out to collect for the Black Babies. ‘He told me that he used to rob the box at night time because he was one of the black babies,’ Philomena Lynott told me. ‘He used to turn the box upside down and slip a knife up and let some of the pennies slip down.’

On the bus in Dublin, children would point and say, ‘Mummy, Mummy, there’s a black man!’ ‘He thought that was hilarious,’ says Michael O’Flanagan. A budding cineaste, O’Flanagan wanted to make a short film of Lynott’s first band, the Black Eagles. Lynott asked whether it would be shot in colour or black and white. ‘Oh, colour,’ said O’Flanagan proudly. ‘I come out better in black and white,’ came the reply.

He would make jokes about having a ‘beauty spot all over’, and about the size of his ‘mickey’. During taxi journeys Lynott would often pretend that he was a Nigerian medical student at Trinity College, and converse with the driver in stilted pidgin English. During one trip in April 1968, when he arrived home the driver told him the fare would be ten shillings.

‘Suddenly Philip reverted back to his broad Dublin accent and said it wasn’t ten shillings but only seven-and-six, as it had been every other night,’ recalls O’Flanagan, taking up the tale. ‘The taxi driver still insisted that it was ten shillings. Philip said, “You’d better take me around to the cop shop, then, and we’ll see what it is.” The taxi driver relented and slid a half-crown across the seat to Philip, who took the money, pocketed it, got out of the taxi and walked away. The driver jumped out of the taxi and shouted after Philip, “I’m glad they shot Martin Luther King!” which indeed they had that very day. He told me that story with such zest and humour, still laughing at the idea of the taxi guy shouting that at him.’

Into adulthood there were still occasional flashpoints. He would sometimes be referred to around Dublin, ignorantly, if not deliberately unkindly, as ‘the spade singer’. He once went to the Revolution Club with his friend Tom Collins and was told, ‘Sorry, no blacks.’

When these slights occurred he would generally not allow them to pass unchallenged. Skid Row drummer Noel Bridgeman remembers ‘Philip losing the head one time in the dressing room of the Club A Go Go, because someone called him a “spade”. He was very, very annoyed. He was very sensitive. Being black [in Ireland] was unheard of – and he was black, illegitimate and living with his granny.’

He had a lifelong intolerance of mockery. ‘He couldn’t bear being slighted or laughed at,’ recalled Gale Claydon née Barber, Lynott’s long-term girlfriend in the early 1970s. ‘If you ever laughed at him, that was it: you were dead. He would turn away but you had wounded him.’5

He was a black boy in an almost completely white country. He had no idea who his father was. His mother was over the water. At times it hurt, but it also meant he could be whatever he wanted.

 

Established in 1939, the Christian Brothers’ School on Armagh Road was reaching its peak occupancy of 1,500 pupils in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Among the more notorious boys in Lynott’s year was Dublin gangster Martin Cahill, a career criminal whose exploits were dramatized – some might say romanticized – in The General, the acclaimed film which won John Boorman the Best Director award at the 1998 Cannes Film Festival.

It was a tough environment and an imposing place. The old school building was generally reserved for older boys sitting their Leaving Certificates. The new school was for everyone else, augmented with five ‘sheds’ to cater for the overspill. These were great corrugated tin outbuildings, half-moon shaped, of the type often used for temporary military constructions. Each one housed fifty-two children, taught by one Christian Brother or lay teacher, and was insulated with wood panelling. Heating in these vast hangars was provided by a crude stove attached to a chimney going up through the ceiling.

The war-like feel of ‘the sheds’ was apt. The Christian Brothers were a religious community within the Catholic Church, a lay order of unordained men dedicated to religion and charged with administering the education of boys from the age of eight to eighteen. Though it would be both unfair and inaccurate to apportion blanket blame, varying degrees of physical, emotional and sexual violence were routinely practised, a dark legacy that has subsequently become a notorious stain on the reputation of the Church as a whole. The cause of much belated soul-searching in Ireland and elsewhere, the actions of Christian Brothers from decades ago have led to ongoing criminal prosecutions.

Even in the absence of the most heinous abuses, the schools could be harsh, unpleasant environments. Former pupils of Scoil Colm, immediate peers of Lynott, recall incidents of institution-alized corporal punishment and countless episodes of casual cruelty. The sight of boys vomiting with fear in the schoolyard immediately prior to entering the building was a common one. ‘The Christian Brothers were religious Nazis,’ says Martin Duffy. ‘We were indoctrinated by them. They were very ferocious, completely brutal people. They had a thing called a “leather”; it was part of their uniform, a leather strap which they had complete authority to whack you with.’ The ‘leather’ was administered to the hand and sometimes to the head – only five of the best if you were lucky.

Entering CBS at Second Class, Lynott was taught by Mr McEvoy, a bespectacled, ruddy-faced, short-tempered lay brother. At first, ‘we thought we were great fellas because he had a broken arm so he never hit us,’ says classmate Kevin Horan. ‘But when he got the cast off he took his canes out. He had one of those canes with a hook at the end of it, and he wasn’t the worst by any means.’

During his years at school Lynott came home with his fair share of bumps and bruises, but he escaped the worst of the brutality. His academic engagement was lacklustre and he was no more proficient in his studies than he had been in Moss Side, but he was bright, polite and had charm. ‘He was a very pleasant chap,’ says his schoolmate Hugh Feighery. ‘He always had a great charisma about him, even as a youngster. Even the school teachers took to him.’

Even had he had been more interested, CBS was not an environment particularly designed to encourage creativity or original thought. The school curriculum was defined by a through-line of religious doctrine and support for Irish nationalism. It was an age dominated by Éamon de Valera, whose dedication to creating a truly ‘Irish Ireland’ throughout his multiple terms as both Taoiseach and President never wavered. At CBS, the emphasis was on a one-sided appraisal of the country’s history, language and geography. ‘You had one teacher, and he was the font of all knowledge,’ says Liam O’Connor. ‘It wasn’t an academic environment. [Free-thinking] wasn’t encouraged, it was learning by rote. History was basically the history of wars in Ireland. The good guys were the Irish and the bad guys were the Brits. That was it. Geography was different Irish towns and their main produce.’ On the sports field, Gaelic football and hurling were played while football, or soccer, was firmly frowned upon as the pastime of English colonizers. Light relief came in the form of films shown in the school hall. These were usually religious epics dedicated to the life of Bernadette, or perhaps a showing of John Wayne in King of Kings, or, on special occasions, the slapstick of Laurel and Hardy.

It was a narrow and oppressive curriculum. ‘It was propaganda,’ says Martin Duffy. ‘Philip received Irish history as heroic tales: English rule was evil, and the Irish were the heroes for breaking free from that. He would have been completely indoctrinated in all that.’

The CBS’s preoccupations most certainly left their mark but the fall-out was not necessarily negative. The impact of Catholicism stayed with Lynott. In his early years he was attracted to the Church, and even considered becoming a Passionist priest. He went regularly to confession and attended the Crusaders, a religious youth organization, at nearby Mount Argus seminary. As the inevitable distractions of adolescence kicked in, his interest waned. He stopped attending Mass in London in the 1970s, but when he became a father and moved back to Dublin in the early 1980s, Lynott would regularly take his two daughters to the Church of the Assumption on a Sunday morning. ‘I was born Catholic, reared Catholic, churched . . . everything,’ he recalled. ‘All this stuff that’s been beaten into you just comes out. It just catches you when you’re a kid. So now I look on it as a basic set of ground rules that are really important. I can say, “I’m breaking this rule here”, but at least I have a set of rules to work off.’6

He jumped into the great pool of Irishness with greater enthusiasm than most, displaying the zeal of the convert. ‘Irish history and mythology made a big impact on him,’ Brian Downey told me. ‘I know he had a huge interest in it, and that seeped into his psyche and became part of him. He wanted to be Irish. Perhaps because he was black, he emphasized that as much as he could to fit in. He became steeped in the tradition.’

Lynott was forever susceptible to the romantic allure of heroic struggle. Stories from the epic Ulster Cycle – a series of medieval sagas and legends woven together to provide a creation myth for the whole of Ireland – were ingrained from school, but also featured in more contemporary forms of entertainment. He loved comics and cartoons. Aged nine Lynott drew his own eight-page Superman strip: pictures and story. In Crumlin, there was a little shop on the Old County Road that sold Marvel and DC comics. He would snap up the latest editions, read them eagerly, and then swap with friends like Martin Duffy.

It was a passion that endured into adulthood. ‘We used to love those Marvel comics,’ says Frank Murray. ‘Sometimes when we were coming home to his house late from clubs, we’d share his bed, and he’d get out a bunch of comics and we’d read.’ A song from the first Thin Lizzy album, ‘The Friendly Ranger at Clontarf Castle’, took its title from the local landmark at the end of Castle Avenue, but its lyrics were partly inspired by a comic strip. ‘That whole piece – “I’m damned”; “indeed, dear comrade”; “I’m being bombed”; scooping up all the beans and spreading them like stars – he got that from a DC comic,’ says Thin Lizzy’s original guitarist Eric Bell. ‘He just borrowed it. He used to get Batman, Green Lantern, Superman, all those fabulous American comics characters. When we were on the road, we’d stop at a garage and he’d buy a handful of them.’

During his schooldays, Lynott was in the target audience for the CBS’s own comic paper, Our Boys. An Irish alternative to the British Boy’s Own, in its pages the great figures of Celtic nationhood were brought to life as comic-strip heroes. There were captivating tales of Fionn MacCumhaill, the mythic hunter-warrior, and Cúchulainn, the revered Irish mythological prodigal who cut a swathe through entire armies and his fiercest foes. He had no biological father and died young. Irish astronauts rocketed into space and Irish detectives rivalled Sherlock Holmes for cunning and ingenuity. The 1916 uprising and de Valera’s Fianna Fáil were eulogized. Much of the material was written in Irish.

It all played a wonderful kind of havoc with Lynott’s imagination, and eventually drip-fed into his writing. A song on the first album, Thin Lizzy, ‘Eire’ recounts first the exploits of the ‘high king’ Brian Boru, who vanquished some 10,000 Viking invaders at Clontarf in 1014. In its final two verses, ‘Eire’ turns to the heroism of Red Hugh O’Donnell and Hugh O’Neill, two Irish lords fighting against the English in the Nine Years War at the end of the 1500s. Both events would have been taught by the Christian Brothers, offered up uncritically as heroic examples of the Irish ridding themselves of foreign domination. At the end of the song, Lynott concludes dramatically, ‘The land is Eireann / the land is free.’ The original lyric was written in Irish.

‘Emerald’, on Jailbreak, explores a similar theme of terrible but righteous vengeance. On ‘Fool’s Gold’, Lynott told the story of another historical injustice, the Great Famine of the mid-1800s, and the desperate stream of migration that ensued. The title track of Thin Lizzy’s 1979 album, Black Rose: A Rock Legend, not only stitched together some of Ireland’s best-loved traditional songs, it tapped into the potency of Róisín Dubh (‘black rose’) as a nationalist symbol of resistance dating back to the sixteenth century.

Eamon Carr co-founded Tara Telephone, the influential poetry-and-music collective of the late 1960s, with Peter Fallon, and later formed the groundbreaking Celtic-rock group Horslips. ‘Philip’s grasp on [Irish history] wasn’t academic,’ says Carr. ‘He was dragging in comic book sources as well as mythological sources. It was essentially school-book stuff, but he could tell a bloody good yarn.’

Lynott’s grasp of the scale and storytelling power of these legends and fables infiltrated every part of his own writing. His best songs are defined by a combination of the romantic and the dramatic, which feels truly mythic. The blend of yearning, machismo and bravado throws back to oral histories handed down through the centuries, stories designed to be embroidered and embellished each time they are told. The characters are vivid, the sense of place palpable.

‘I’ve always wanted to write contemporary Irish songs,’ he told Hot Press in 1983. ‘I want it so that when you look back and ask “What was Irish music in the 1970s and 1980s?”, the answer will be, “Well, there was this geezer Phil Lynott”.’7

His aim became to write fresh myths, mint new legends. According to the tenets of this philosophy, in its essence ‘The Boys Are Back in Town’ is as much a song of Ireland as ‘Emerald’.
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The Black Eagles was not Lynott’s group, at least not initially.

The origins of his first band dated back to 1962 and the house of Mr Fox in Crumlin’s Sundrive Road, where twelve-year-old Frankie Smith and thirteen-year-old Hugh Feighery were taking guitar lessons. It was the dawn of the beat boom. Pop stardom seemed within the grasp, or at least the imagining, of every working-class teen. Even in Ireland. Smith and Feighery lived nearby on Leighlin Road and were both pupils at CBS. Having struck up a musical friendship, they decided to form a band, recruiting Frankie’s brother Danny on bass and Mick Higgins, from nearby Dolphin’s Barn, on drums.

The traditional line regarding Lynott’s involvement in the Black Eagles is that he was deployed as bait. The band’s primary aim was to lure Peter Lynott – older, good-looking, and already singing and playing in local bands called things like the Zyn and the Mortals – into their ranks and Philip was recruited simply to sell the idea to his uncle. Feighery insists it happened very differently. Peter joined first as singer; Philip came later.

The five-piece called themselves the Eagles and began rehearsing in the back bedroom at 15 Leighlin Road, the family home of Frankie and Danny Smith. A former Army sergeant who duly ran the band like a military operation, the boys’ father Joe Smith started managing the group. He built a box on the roof rack of his Simca 1000 to transport their gear to shows at the Apollo cinema in Walkinstown and the Oriel in Chapelizod. He also fostered a relationship with Joe Mac Productions, a local variety group which played in nursing homes and institutions on a charitable basis, and invited the Eagles to perform regularly around the area.

They quickly became reasonably proficient, but Mr Smith was ambitious for his boys. Every street in Dublin in 1963 and 1964 seemed to be spawning almost identical beat groups playing hits by the popular artists of the age, ranging from Elvis Presley to the Shadows, the Bachelors to the Beatles. How could the Eagles make a mark? At a brainstorming session after rehearsals one night, Smith said, ‘We need an identity. There are too many groups around here, people don’t really know who we are.’

It was at this point that Peter Lynott mentioned his nephew Philip. He was already a local star – tall, skinny, legs like drainpipes. He was growing into the long, doleful face, with its sleepy smile and big, heavy-lidded eyes peering out from under his brow, a melting look practised and perfected in front of the mirror at Leighlin Road and later unleashed to devastating effect at the dances and discos of south Dublin. There was something wonderfully cartoon-ish about Lynott, an air of Dennis the Menace mischievousness that stuck with him. The low, shoulder-shaking hur hur hur of a laugh deserved its own cartoon bubble over his head.

He couldn’t play a musical instrument or write songs, but he could hold a tune and he loved music. He and Peter would listen to the top twenty on Radio Luxembourg every Sunday night in bed on the transistor radio that his mother had bought for him.

At Christmastime and family parties he needed little encouragement to perform a turn, despite being an essentially shy boy. He spoke softly, and scrunched up his long frame to make himself appear less tall, less conspicuous. ‘He could be self-conscious about things,’ says Frank Murray. ‘That continued into Thin Lizzy. You can walk out on stage and look at a crowd of 5,000, or 20,000 people, and you can still be shy. I can watch film of Philip and point out his shy body language. I can see certain stage traits he had and where they came from. Paradoxically, he had a lot of confidence about a lot of other things. You have to have that to get up and sing in the first place, and it takes a certain amount of self-confidence to start working, and to get through the bad stuff in order to get to the good stuff.’

He was a popular boy. Interesting and unusual things tended to happen around him. Martin Duffy recalls that on one rare summer day when the streets of Crumlin were hazy with heat and promise, Lynott peeled a strip of sticky tarmac from the surface of Leighlin Road and rolled it into his mouth. He had a naturally egalitarian streak which ensured that his friendships were always diverse. ‘He didn’t look down his nose at anyone,’ says Michael O’Flanagan. ‘He was a bit like Cassius Clay – “I’m the greatest, but that doesn’t mean you’re a pygmy.”’

He seemed to offer something for everyone: a laugh and a dirty joke for friends at school; a touch of swagger for the tough lads; exotic good looks for the more adventurous girls; talent, knowledge and enthusiasm for the musos; a quiet, soulful side for the poets and introverts. ‘He was three years older than me, but there was only a year between us in school,’ says Martin Duffy. ‘He was in the lower grade, and I was a bright nerd. Somehow we made friends, and there was mutual respect. There was something sensitive in there that I could relate to. He was a very open guy. I liked him a lot.’

And the girls already loved him. Why on earth wouldn’t you want him in your band?

 

With Lynott’s arrival, the group decided on a change of name. They were now the Black Eagles. ‘You wouldn’t have to be a genius to work out where “black” came from,’ says Feighery, although in partial mitigation he points out that there was a popular DC comic book series at the time called Blackhawk, about a squadron of shadowy fighter pilots, which may have played a part. There were practical considerations, too. Long before the Californian Eagles of Hotel California renown entered the music scene in the early 1970s, there were at least two other bands with the same name: a US vocal group and a British band, active between 1958 and the mid-1960s.

For a brief period the Black Eagles had the unusual selling point of a nephew and uncle sharing lead vocals, with both Philip and Peter as frontmen. It wasn’t an arrangement built to last. There was the space issue – six boys and their instruments crammed into the Smiths’s back bedroom. More significantly, there was the financial aspect. When it came to dividing up the handful of shillings they got for each gig, they began to feel not everybody was strictly necessary to requirements. They also felt that Peter wasn’t entirely committed to the cause. After a short time, Philip was the sole lead singer of the Black Eagles.

As the band developed, rehearsals moved from the bedroom of 15 Leighlin Road to the Feighery residence at 117 Leighlin Road. There were two tin sheds in the garden to accommodate the overspill of a family of twelve. The smaller shed, a cosy 12 x 12 foot, was cleared out to create a practice space. This caused a minor stir locally. Crumlin kids would come down to listen to the music, ‘fluting around’ outside the door as the sound of the Mersey, the Hudson and the Thames leaked out. ‘I’d knock on their bell on the way back from the boxing club because it was very enjoyable to listen to,’ says Kevin Horan. ‘There was always a few kids hanging around, and usually some girls.’

From the start, Lynott approached the idea of being the lead singer in a band with dedication. ‘Philip would insist every day after school, “Come on, I want to do a bit of practising, you get the guitar and I’ll sing,”’ says Feighery. ‘We literally went to school and then went straight back to his place. This was outside the standard practice we would do with the band. He lived it. He got a high when he sang, although he was a very shy person.’ Already, the notion of a career was crystallizing. He told Feighery, ‘I’m black, I’m Irish and I’m a bastard – if I don’t make it as a singer I’m never going to make it.’ ‘I knew I had something to offer,’ he later said. ‘I had a strong determination.’1

The Black Eagles provided him with the archetypal musical apprenticeship. Between 1963 and 1967 Lynott learned his stagecraft performing at tennis and bowling clubs, community centres, skating rinks, church halls, teenage dances and schools, and after hours in many of the myriad of local cinemas, where the stage would be so narrow they had to be careful not to fall off.

The devil’s music made a pact with God. They played Father Browne’s, St John of Gods and St Anthony’s Hall. They had a regular Tuesday spot at the Grove Hall in Clanbrassil Street, and a Sunday-night residency at St Paul’s Hall in Mount Argus, the tiny parochial church hall in Harold’s Cross where Lynott’s mother recalls first seeing her son sing on one of her visits home. ‘It was a beautiful monastery, and at the back of it there was a church hall where they used to run little concerts for everybody,’ she told me. ‘I knew he wouldn’t want me to go near him, and I snuck down there with my friend. The priest came out, he was like a Franciscan monk, and I stood behind him and I watched Philip come out on stage. I thought he was really good, and full of confidence.’

‘I’d see Philip in halls around Mount Argus and I was very impressed that he had guys who could play guitar with him,’ says Kevin Horan. ‘He wasn’t brash, but he wasn’t as shy as the rest of us were, and he obviously had plans for himself. They used to do “Blue Suede Shoes” and numbers by the Kinks. I thought it was great.’

The repertoire was sixties orthodox, although Lynott would often push for something a little different: ‘Still I’m Sad’ by the Yardbirds rather than ‘For Your Love’; ‘Crying Time’ by Ray Charles. Little slivers of innovation slipped in alongside ‘World Without Love’ by Peter and Gordon and the latest songs by Manfred Mann, Billy J. Kramer, the Rolling Stones, the Beatles, and anything else in the top twenty. ‘We would just imitate,’ says Hugh Feighery.

The Black Eagles would regularly perform on Sunday nights at Moeran Hall, a community building on the border of Walkinstown and Crumlin. ‘All the various beat groups from Dublin would come,’ says Frank Murray. ‘Because they were local the Black Eagles were favourites, they played there more than a lot of the other bands. I liked the songs they were doing – the Yardbirds, the Who, some R&B, a lot of the choice pop songs of the day – and Philip stood out. In some kind of naive way, people would assume that because he was black he was a great singer.’

Lynott and Murray became fast friends, along with Paul Scully and Michael O’Flanagan, two other Walkinstown boys who had seen the group play at Moeran Hall. One night Lynott and Murray bumped into each other after a dance and ‘started walking home together. We started to discuss music, and we talked for hours and hours. I remember we stood outside my house and it just poured out of us. We had a lot in common about music and movies. That established our relationship, and we became great friends after that. He was just a regular teenager. He liked being in a band. His interests were music, girls, and movies. He didn’t think of himself as anything special.’

Although the Black Eagles were essentially a local draw rather than a top name in the city, they regularly played prominent gigs in Dublin
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