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Sea Songs

The Baltic
By John Townley, Historical Music Interpreter



concert continue. It was really amazing,
considering the time and the place.

But it is real, indeed. Sea shanties have
taken Poland by storm — they call it the
"shantey movement," somewhat parallel to
the swelling folk music boom in the U.S.
during the 1960's. The audiences are
primarily young — teens and college
students — and enthusiastic like converts
to a new religion. And, in a way, they are,
as sea music means something very
different to the Poles than just a revival of
historical traditions. In fact, Poland has a
rather limited maritime history, with only a
short coastline on the Baltic, and only a
sporadic history even as an independent
nation. But the sea has a strong symbolic,
largely recent, meaning to these young
people — it represents the forces of nature
that unite disparate and conflicting
cultures and political views. As they
repeatedly put it, "You can't see the
politicians from the masthead." We are all
shareholders in this planet, on land or on sea.

Their joy in singing knows no bounds,
fired by a wonderful sense of togetherness
and as genuine a desire for peace and
friendship as I have ever seen. Despite the
ever-present shadow of "Big Brother "
Moscow ( "you can choose your friends,
but not your relatives," they quip), there is

a genuine optimism bred of youth,
idealism, and camaraderie. In the face of
the harsh realities of the crippled economy
and swamp-like socialist bureaucracy, this
is no small achievement.

And the songs? They're mostly
American and British, translated into
Polish: "Haul On The Bowline," "Blow The
Man Down," "Leave Her, Johnnie, Leave
Her." It really sounds strange in Polish. And
yet, some of them aren't quite so familiar
— you can recognize them, but there's
something uniquely Polish there. The
revival is only a few years old, and one feels
that the folk process is moving so fast that
these "foreign" songs will be entirely
acculturated within a decade. In addition,
they're turning out dozens of new songs of
their own for the sea song writing and
performing competitions held at national
gatherings several times a year. This music
comes from the heart. They're singing it
not for historical celebration or
preservation as we often do — they're
singing it for the same reasons the sailors
who created it did: because it feels good
and brings you together.

It's hard to really know what to think of
all this — what it really means, where it's
going to go. All we can say for sure is —
we'll be back next year!
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