
You know these songs. Even if youʼve never even been to Scotland, even if youʼre not a seafaring
type, you know them. Thatʼs because the twelve anthems—and make no mistake, these are
anthems—The Real McKenzies have picked for this new album have been sung by others for
decades, if not centuries. A dual celebration of Scottishness and the band, which is celebrating
its 30th anniversary this year, Songs Of The Highland, Songs Of The Sea drops on Fat Wreck
Chords on November 18th and is comprised entirely of famous traditional sea shanties that are
roughly divided, as the recordʼs title suggest, between land and sea. And even though the idea
for the album was initially proposed by guitarist Mario Nieva, these songs speak to frontman
Paul McKenzieʼs heritage as well as who he is, and who he always has been. Some might have
been written long before he was born, but these are still his stories, wound inextricably into his
life experiences.

“Mario thought we should attempt to do this,” he explains. “It wouldnʼt take a lot of time in
terms of writing, because all the songs were already written. In fact, most of the songs are
ancient. Theyʼre really old. I myself, being completely nautical, unfortunately due to the
pandemic, had to sell my ship, because I just simply couldnʼt afford it, much like Angus Walters,
who sold The Bluenose. That ship is on the Canadian 10 cent piece, so every Canadian can have
reference to that piece of history, although a lot of Canadians now donʼt give a shit now, or
donʼt know.”

To some extent, these songs are their own references to that history, brought up to date by the
Vancouver, BC-based band and given a Celtic punk makeover. How else could it start, then, than
with the “Scotland The Brave”? But here, its recognizable bagpipe melody soon gives way to—and
then joined in unison by—electric guitars in a perfect confluence of past and present. Thatʼs the
pattern throughout this record. Old songs are imbued with new relevance for these modern
times, and delivered with the kind of intensity and passion that only someone in tune with the
history of the music and the country could deliver so emphatically. As the only constant and
remaining member in the bandʼs history, he does so with a relatively new collection of merry
music makers, but it sounds like theyʼve been playing together for years and years.

“You can really hear the camaraderie on these songs,” says McKenzie. “There was never any
contention when we were making it, but if there was a question, weʼd sit down just like the
sailors did and talk about it. Because the last thing you need when youʼre in a van—or a sailing
ship—is contention. Because the next step is keelhauling...”
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If youʼre unaware, keelhauling is an old-fashioned method of extreme torture and execution,
where a sailor would be thrown overboard on one side of the ship and then dragged its keel.
McKenzie is joking, of course, but having suffered something of a mutiny just before the
pandemic, when his entire band at the time decided to call it quits, it certainly explains just how
heʼs able to infuse these ancient marinersʼ rhymes with such emotion and depth of feeling.
Thatʼs especially impressive considering a number of these songsʼ lyrics—“My Heartʼs In The
Highlands”, “Ye Jacobites By Name” and “A Red, Red Rose”—were written by the 18th century
Scottish poet Robert Burns. That might seem like an odd thing for a punk band to do, but anyone
who knows The Real McKenzies will be aware itʼs not the first time theyʼve sung his words.
Indeed, the singer has a real soft spot for the literary legend.

“Nobody else in the world is doing Robert Burns in that format,” he says. “I was raised with
Robert Burns and I just love him. I think weʼve covered 15 of his songs. One of the things about
Canada that you have to understand is that in the ʼ20s, Robert Burns was fucking huge, and
Scottish music was also huge there back then. Even today, thereʼs a Robert Burns statue in every
major city in Canada.”

This album is only partially Robert Burns, though. It also includes wonderfully life-affirming (yet
somehow still melancholy) versions of two of the best known sea shanties, “Drunken Sailor” and
“Dead Manʼs Chest”, though the latter was a actually fictional one created by Robert Louis
Stevenson for his iconic 1883 novel Treasure Island). Thereʼs also a gorgeously resigned
rendition of “Sloop John B”, the Bahamian sea shanty popularized by The Beach Boys back in
1966. “They made a Californian pretty boy version of it,” says McKenzie, “but itʼs not supposed
to be that way. Itʼs supposed to be a fucking hard ass sailor singing it.”

And then thereʼs the version here of the early 20th century folk song, “Swansea Town”, a song
that means so much to McKenzie he couldnʼt even bring himself to sing it. Instead, he got The
Last Gang vocalist Brenna Red to fill in. Like all of these songs, itʼs one that helped shape him,
and which still sits at the very core of who he is all these years later.

“At that point in time,” he explains, “I just couldnʼt do it. I was at an emotional stress point at
that time in my life. I am a sailor, and Iʼve been sailing since 1963, when I had my first sailing
adventure with my grandfather. He was way more of an asshole fucking c*nt than I am. He was
renowned for this. My parents used to say ʻIf you misbehave youʼll have to go spend the summer
with your grandfather!ʼ They used it as a point of contention and as a threat for me. But
unbeknownst to them, my grandfather and I got along great. He taught me everything I know
about boats and sailing. Itʼs because of him that Iʼve been a sailor my whole life, so when Mario
suggested we do this I had to say yes. I have a feeling for all these songs. They mean so much to
me.”

http://www.realmckenzies.com
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