
The praise of peers, they say, is the 
sweetest of tinctures. 
KATE GREEN has had plenty to savour over 
the years. 
by JERRY SIMON 
 
 
I FIND IT QUITE WONDERFUL how there are 
several overlapping folk scenes in Sheffield— 
and you can be here several years before you 
twig quite how many talented folk/roots singers, 
musicians, composers there are, in and around 
this city, at different loci on the amateur/ fully pro 
spectrum. For example, singers’ singer Kate 
Green—have you heard her yet?—was acclaimed 
as “Singer Of The Year” at the 1992 National Folk 
Festival. In 1994 she made a widely-acclaimed 
debut album An Unkindness Of Ravens of which 
fRoots said: “A stunning disc which really shouldn’t 
be ignored”. 
I came across a few other strong quotes, from 
some illustrious and tasty singers, praising Kate’s 
performance, and they’re just too good not to 
share: 
“Kate Green has a voice to move you out of your 
seat”—Roy Bailey 
“Glorious singing”—Sara Grey 
“The roundly-tuned instrument of Kate’s voice is 
a warm and intriguing constant, an uncommon 
timbre in a range of colours: low engine-room 
burrs, bluesy bends and slurs, the odd scat-like 
squeak of impassioned emphasis, the determined 
sonorousness of something approaching séan 
nos”—Ray Hearne 
Well, after some quiet years doing other important 
things, she’s back out there, and hopefully 
coming soon to sing at a venue near you in the 
company of Patrick Walker on fiddle, viola, guitar 
and harmony voice, and Raymond Greenoaken 
(that name has a familiar ring...) on mandola, 
banjo, guitar and Indian harmonium—The Kate 



Green Band. 
I’ve just been having a really enjoyable conversational 
with Kate on email. Wanna hear it? OK, 
here goes: 
 
So, Kate, when did you first feel the glories of 
singing set you on fire right down to your 
bones? When? Where? What were your feelings? 
What did it inspire you to do next? 
Ah, well, good question. Immediately, I travel right 
back to being about four or five years of age at home 
in Greenock where I was born, singing with my  
brothers and sisters. Apparently, I loved to sing and 
would wander about the house singing. I can remember 
doing that, actually! In the ’60s my older siblings were 
involved in a local folk club and my elder brother Charlie 
played guitar, so we sang a lot of the Scottish revivalist 
stuff, The Corries, Robin Hall & Jimmy MacGregor, as well 
as Peter, Paul & Mary and The Seekers. My sister Lily has 
a beautiful soprano voice and she used to sing like Joan 
Baez. 
 
I was also fortunate enough to be exposed to more 
traditional Irish and Scottish music from my mother and 
her family. I remember feeling really excited when we’d 
all sit round the fire and sing—it’s always been a joyous 
thing for me, even now when I sing a dark ballad or 
song. Yes, it was joyous and there was a great sense of 
being connected to other members of my family—being 
part of something bigger than me. I think I feel this now 
with an audience: that sense of deep connection, like 
we’re all part of one big humanity when we can meet on 
that level. I think my love of harmony has its roots in 
those family singarounds. To this day if we ever sing 
together we’ll automatically harmonise. I love the 
challenge of needling out as tight a harmony as I can 
possibly find. As a child I just absorbed all of that. A 
great grounding for a budding singer! I remember a real 
sense of security falling asleep listening to other people 
singing. Not many children have that experience nowadays, 
sadly. 
 
And outside the family circle? 
I loved music at school and my singing was recognised at 
that very young age. All the way through school I was 
the solo voice in the choir and did lots of performances 
at school concerts. However, in my family it was important 
that you learned not to “show off” when you were 



singing, you had to be humble about it. I think this was 
a handed-down Irish thing from both my parents and I 
don’t think it helped later in terms of learning to 
promote myself. Charlie taught me guitar—he’s been a 
professional guitar teacher for many years—and I went 
on to play banjo as a teenager, but singing has always 
been my main interest. 
One of my regrets is the falling away from singing in 
my late teens through my mid-twenties. I had my 
daughter Ellie—a fabulous singer in her own right— 
and had to earn my living, and although I still played 
and sang, I didn’t do anything publicly and, to be honest, 
I think I lost confidence during this time, and felt 
very shy about performing. As I said earlier, I’ve never 
been any good at self-promotion and this skill is 
absolutely key to getting on in the music business. 
Having said that, I don’t think I ever took music very 
seriously. It was something you did for fun, not to earn 
your living by. I also think it’s something I totally take 
for granted. But in those days young people weren’t 
promoted in the way they are now, you had to push 
yourself forward. It wasn’t until I started going to the 
Grapes Folk Club in Sheffield that I plucked up enough 
courage to do a floor spot. It was there I met Stella and 
Myke of the folk/rock band Rhiannon and I started 
singing a few songs with them. It was at the Grapes 
that I met my current partner Raymond when I was 27, 
and later sang with his band Badger in the Bag. 
 
I’m not going to ask you your favourite colour, 
but I feel this question can reveal some interesting 
insights into Kate Green, singer, corny though 
it may seem: Can you name, for us, five—or more 
if you feel you should—singers who've really had 
an impact on you? And share what that impact 
was/is like? Has it affected your approach to 
singing? How? 
Yes, well... I have to say there’s not that many! My first 
influence was my sister Lily as I mentioned earlier. She 
has a beautiful soprano voice and sings in a controlled 
but emotional way—the sort of voice you would 
immediately shut up and listen to. I absorbed a lot 
from her... And the sad thing is she’s completely 
unknown, doesn’t sing publicly. There’s a sincerity in 
her singing; it’s very real and that influenced me. I 
think in our family generally, it’s important that you 
don’t get in the way of song; there was no room for 
egos. It was important for us to be authentic—to tell 



the story with appropriate emotion, not too much and 
definitely not too little. I think I learned from Lily to 
live inside the story whilst you were singing it— 
depending on the context of the narrative, whether 
you were the observer or one of the characters. 
This meant imagining the scene as you sang. The Scottish 
Travellers call this the “Conyach” and it’s singing with 
soul. 
 
This leads me on to another very different but influential 
singer and storyteller: the Scottish Traveller Sheila 
Stewart. Many years ago I attended a couple of her 
singing workshops up in Perthshire where we studied 
folk song interpretation, and it so gelled with my own 
feelings of how folksong should be sung. Sheila’s outdoor 
style of Traveller singing is very different from my 
own, but goodness that lady will draw you right into the 
drama. It’s a very emotional and intense style, but she’ll 
have you gripped. Sheila talked about the importance of 
using pauses—creating space between words for 
dramatic effect—and the importance of clear diction. 
Again, the most important thing was to imagine yourself 
in the shoes of the character, experiencing the emotion 
yourself as you were telling the story. It’s important for 
me to really live the song whilst I am singing it. A lot of 
folk song is so fantastically written that a great long 
story can be beautifully condensed into x number of 
verses. Although the big ballads seem long, maybe seven 
or eight minutes, there’s often a huge complex and 
intertwined narrative and it’s remarkable that the whole 
thing can be told in maybe twelve verses. That’s terrific 
economy! 
 
I love the singing of Kate Bush actually— especially as 
she’s got older. She uses her voice to craft her songs. She 
uses quite a few devices such as tone to place special 
emphasis, softness and loudness, pauses in all the right 
places and loads of controlled emotion. Very intricate 
and clever and very authentic. I love the singing of Leo 
O’Kelly and Sonny Condell, stunning Irish singers—lots of 
emotion and incredibly beautiful voices. June Tabor and 
Maddy Prior of course—again, very controlled, but both 
technically great singers too. I think it’s important that 
singers sound as if they’ve lived! I think Dave Burland has 
an extremely beautiful voice—he’s something of a local 
hero, I think, and can sing anything, trad, folk or blues. 
Hugh Waller is also someone I would highly rate—great 
singer and instrumentalist, a very compelling and powerful 



performer. 
 
I’m going to say something controversial now... It’s very 
unusual to hear a mature voice amongst younger, 
particularly female, singers these days—in fact I’d say 
that’s been the case for a lot of years now. I don’t know 
what’s going on, but too many young women singers 
sound like pre-pubescent girls! If you listen to the earlier 
recordings of June or Maddy, they still sound mature. It’s 
my opinion that voices improve with age if you look 
after them—and singing lessons are vital to learn good 
technique—but I rarely hear a mature voice in young 
women singers. It’s sad and concerning. 
Singing is singing: it’s words (with, hopefully, 
MEANING) delivered as melody. But it’s also MUSIC, 
which can carry meaning in non-verbal form.  
 
I wonder if you could similarly share what some 
instrumental musicians and/or musics have done to 
you, Kate Green, singer-as-musician? Three’ll do, 
five if you like! 
Well, I absolutely love a good tune—nothing bland—I 
hate bland tunes!! Folk and blues are crammed full of 
great songs. Some performers seem to insist on faffing 
with great tunes and end up ironing them out into bland 
tunes. It’s like they can’t cope with intricacy, complexity— 
the very things which make great tunes exciting to  
sing and play. An interesting tune can give talented 
instrumentalists great scope to push the boundaries of 
their skill and creativity. 
 
Of course, I’m thinking particularly of phenomenal 
instrumentalists like our very own Patrick Walker. What I 
love about Patrick is the way he approaches building an 
instrumental accompaniment for a new song that I’ve 
just learned. He kind of goes through the same process 
that I do when I’m first learning new material. I’ve got to 
play with the song—I’ll really mess with it, singing it 
many times until I’ve got it just so. This process can take 
months. 
 
An example I can give is when Patrick and I decided to 
have a go at the blues/jazz song Feeling Good. Complex 
tune with so much potential. It’s so exciting and daunting 
to tackle something like this, and for me from a 
singer’s perspective, I needed to follow where the song 
would lead me—to push the boundaries, to eke every 
last bit of potential out of it that I possibly could find. 



Patrick from an instrumentalist’s perspective goes 
through exactly the same process and for both of us it 
really is a process, which is why it takes time. He’s 
fabulous at picking up what I want to do with the song 
and adding extra suggestions which are always brilliant. 
With Feeling Good he went over and over the various 
complex jazz phrases until he had it just so, pushing the 
tune to its limits. The arrangement literally grew and 
took form between the two of us. 
 
Another memorable example is the traditional Irish 
song Stretched On Your Grave. Patrick’s arrangements 
are simply stunning and make even more of a beautiful 
original tune. I think this is the thing—it’s so important 
to do honour to the original song and the person who 
wrote it, perhaps hundreds of years ago, by enhancing 
the raw material, not dumbing it down. There are some 
songs I simply won’t sing, because I don’t feel I can do 
them justice. 
 
A good arrangement has got to enhance the meaning 
of the story. Again, it’s all about emotion, soul. I love the 
work of Chris Sherburn’s band Last Night’s Fun. Sadly 
they don’t perform anymore, but goodness, what a 
combination of stunning musicians—tons of conyach and 
that includes laughter! Nick Scott playing the Uillean 
pipes...heaven. A lot of bands are technically flashy and 
fast, but they’ve no depth—they bore me to death, to be 
really honest! I need to be moved emotionally if I go to a 
live gig; something’s got to be happening for me or it’s a 
waste of time. I’m not into being “entertained”—that’s 
too superficial. I want a full-on emotional experience. 
It’s a bit like going to the pictures. Talented and creative 
instrumentalists paint the landscape for the narrative. It 
can be a powerful experience. 
 
I’m really pleased to hear you talking about Sheila 
Stewart. One Whitby, I went to a session upstairs 
at the Conservative Club in the format of Sheila 
being interviewed by Derek Schofield—and it was 
truly wonderful. The part that got me eagerly on 
the edge of my seat was when she spoke about 
conyach, a word I’d not heard before. I think something 
in the way I handle a song changed for ever 
then and there. 
Kate, I’ve been hearing you sing, though mostly 
only quite rarely, over maybe eight or nine years 
now— though quite a lot more since the Robbers’ 



Dog folk club appeared on the scene—but I only 
heard The Kate Green Band doing a whole programme, 
live, for the first time last November, and 
the second time t’other day at the White Lion. And 
was impressed far beyond expectation by the deep 
spell the three of you wove together and how it 
built and built as the night went on ‘til, it seemed 
to me, the air was so dense with tangible music 
from voice, stringed instruments and concertina 
and harmonium that I could have reached out my 
two hands to take some and mould it into a golden 
ball of tingled air. It’s true! And you thought you 
were just singing, I bet... Both these evenings were 
in a good pub backroom atmosphere: I would love 
to know what you’re wondering, planning, hoping 
for, about taking your singing, whether solo or in 
ensemble with the band, to other pub rooms, to 
stages, maybe to BIG stages...? 
Wow! Such fantastic imagery, Jerry! How cool is that... 
 
Not so much cool use of imagery, as an attempt to 
describe my real experience. I think I probably 
suffer from some form of synaesthesia with music, 
though of course it's an absolute joy to so suffer... 
Yes, it would be good to take the music further, but 
working full-time in a heavy-duty frontline professional 
job doesn’t help! It could be argued in these austere 
times that I should be saying that I’m “grateful” to be 
still working, but I will never say that and neither should 
anyone else. I’ve been living on the edge of redundancy 
for five years, and myself and others in the public sector 
are now also doing the work of our redundant 
colleagues and being massively exploited in the process... 
But, yes, the music is my first love really. My intention is 
to work less at the day job and try to expand the musical 
career. I love working with Patrick and Raymond and it is 
to be hoped that our collaboration will continue—Pat’s a 
professional musician and works with a number of bands. 
I’ve never been any good at self-promotion, but the 
time’s come to take the music much more seriously—I 
feel ready for that challenge. I’ve done festivals and 
touring in the past, of course, and part of the plan is to 
get serious about bookings. 
 
So yes, big stages: that would be nice! I also wouldn’t 
mind trying my hand at singing workshops, particularly 
the interpretation side of things. Many years ago myself 
and the lovely John Horsey—a great singer in my view— 



did a singing workshop between us at Sheffield University, 
but I’ve done nothing since. Ah! And of course 
recording! It’s twenty years since the Ravens album. 
Crikey, it really is time to get that one sorted out! 
 
Are you still finding new songs that you just have 
to sing? 
I guess I’m a bit choosy about new material. A new song 
has to make an impact from first hearing. It has to be 
something with good lyrics but also a great tune that I 
can do something with—something that will stretch me 
artistically. For some years I’ve made various attempts at 
Sir Patrick Spens, Lord Bateman and Lord Gregory, but for 
some reason not worked them into an acceptable form 
that I’m happy with. The version of Sir Patrick Spens is 
from Robin Williamson, and like much of his work is 
demanding. I really love his style, but I wouldn’t copy it 
faithfully. I don’t do that with anyone else’s version—I 
have to work it differently and make it my own in some 
way. 
 
I’ve written the odd song over the years, but there are 
so many great folk and blues songs out there that have 
stood the test of time and remain unsung, that I’d rather 
focus on interpretation. Equally, there are lots of songwriters 
out there, but few really good songs—you know, 
the ones you can really get your teeth into. I love songs 
of the sea. Sea shanties are great—I’d love to learn more 
of these. 
 
Are there any actual PLANS in the pipeline to record 
anytime soon? Or soonish? When, who, what, 
where? AFTER upcoming fame and fortune, or as an 
integral part of walking the road to upcoming f&f? 
No definite worked-out plans as yet, Jerry, but I’m thinking 
later in the year to make a start on an album. There’s 
certainly enough material. The Ravens album is, unbelievably, 
twenty years old now so clearly I haven’t been very  
interested in fame and fortune... I’ve always thought of 
it as an honour to perform for people, to be honest, and 
I have a kind of inbuilt sense of being grateful to anyone 
who wants to listen. 
 
I also like a mix of milieux. I love traditional music from 
these isles and I love blues. So I’m neither one thing nor 
the other, and some of the material is a bit obscure and 
“heavy”, so I’m not sure that even within the folk scene 
that would guarantee “fame and fortune”. I’m wanting 



to make another album for purely artistic reasons, and if 
we’re privileged to be offered a few more gigs that 
would be great and much appreciated! 


