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In 2014 I had the thrill of seeing 
a long-dreamed dream of 
mine come true - recording 
The Wexford Carols with a 
group of lovely and madly 
talented musicians. I had been 
researching the carols and 
refining my performance of 
the songs for decades and was 
finally able to share them with 
people all over the world. But 
we only had room for twelve 
of the twenty-two carols and 
only five or six (of the original 
twenty-five or so) verses each. 
That left a lot of beautiful words 
and music unsung!
  So, I started reflecting on those 
unsung carols and figuring out how 
to make another album that would 
complement the first. The first album 
tells the familiar story of Christmas 
- the Dazzling Angels, the Awed 
Shepherds, the Glorious Star, the Birth 
of Jesus, and the Arrival of the Three 
Kings. The carols that I chose for this 
second album are also Christmas 

carols of transcendent beauty, but are 
more meditations on the mystical and 
spiritually wondrous aspects of the 
story; in Gabriel’s Visitation to Mary, the 
Humble Stable, the Meeting of Herod 
and the Magi, the Fall, the Mystery of 
God as Man. There are also carols to 
the saints whose feast days fall within 
the twelve days of Christmas (24th 
December – 6th January), St. Stephen, 
St. John, St. Sylvester, and the Holy 
Innocents. 
  I was honoured when the amazing 
Ethan Johns came on board with a 
vision for this new album as something 
very intimate and natural but imbued 
with awe. We agreed that honouring 
the carols’ 17th/18th century formal 
and traditional roots was the way to 
go and revved up on the long journey 
from mind to mic. Again, an astonishing 
ensemble of musical talents was 
assembled and, trusting in the mighty 
talent of Dom Monks to faithfully 
translate our musical offering into digital 
soundwaves, we poured our hearts and 
souls into conveying the human wonder 
at supernatural marvels that is the 
essence of these beautiful songs.

A Brief History of the Carols
  

  In 1684 Luke Waddinge, Bishop 
of Ferns, Co. Wexford, published A 
Smale Garland of Pious & Godly 
Songs in Ghent. The carols were 
written to be a source of solace to 
the people of Wexford in those hard 
times, an attempt to soothe the deep 
psychic turmoil that comes from 
the uncertainties of life. They are a 
testament to the need for humans to 
find meaning in life and to accept with 
wondrous awe that which cannot be 
explained.
  Waddinge’s poems are set 
to popular tunes of the day, both 
Irish & English (because, in spite of 
politics, music has such tremendous, 
borderless power, and a good tune 
is always a good tune!). The carols 
became so popular that they were 
reprinted twice over the next half-
century. The singing of these semi-illicit 
carols from the penal times was given 
further momentum by Fr. William 
Devereux who, in 1728, composed A 
New Garland Containing Songs for 
Christmas. These two collections, along 

with the famous Enniscorthy Carol, 
form the repertoire of a tradition of 
carol singing in County Wexford. 
  The Waddinge and Devereux 
Garlands are written in English and 
contain lyrics for twenty-two Christmas 
songs of rich and rare poetic power. 
Twelve of the carols have been 
handed down, mouth to ear to mouth, 
through the generations, and are still 
sung over the twelve days of Christmas 
in the parish of Kilmore, Co. Wexford 
– a beautiful living history. Over the 
centuries, however, many of the tunes 
have been lost; only six are still in the 
traditional repertoire.   
  With much passion-driven 
searching, I believe I have found 
several of the lost tunes and it is my 
hope that my work can help to expand 
the tradition and garner for these 
remarkable carols the respect they 
deserve. It is with great joy that I share 
them with you!

Caitríona O’Leary, 
September 2021
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1—Ye Sons of Men
From the Devereux New 
Garland, this carol is still 
sung to this basic tune in 
Kilmore. These are just nine 
of the twenty-eight original 
verses for this instance, to 
sing of the Annunciation 
and Mary’s journey to 
Bethlehem.

2—The Darkest Midnight  
in December
From the Devereux 
collection. I did sing some 
verses from this (my 
favourite) carol on Volume 
I, but here present some 
more gorgeous verses 
and set to an adaptation 
of “D’Imthig an Sioc”(“The 
Frost is all Gone”), a 
traditional Irish tune I 
found in James Goodman’s 
mid-19th century 
manuscript collection and 
“Hey to the Camp” from 
Playford’s Dancing Master 
of 1688. 

3—This Great Mysterie
The first of the Christmas 
songs in Waddinge’s 
Garland, I have set this 
gem to the tune “I do 
Confess thou art sae 
Fair” (from Scots Musical 
Museum, 1792) which is 
itself a version of the Irish, 
English & Scottish tune “An 
Spealadór”/”The Cuckoo’s 
Nest”/”Come Ashore Jolly 
Tar” found in various 18th 
century sources.

4—On Christmas Night  
All Christians Sing
The words of this jubilant 
Waddinge carol are 
popularly known and 
sung to the “Sussex Carol”, 
but this tune is the one 
collected by James Culwick 
from the singing of his 
mother in the mid-19th 
century, also known as the 
“Christmas Song of the 
South Stafford Colliers”.

5—The Night 
of the Nativity
These six verses are part 
of the original “Ye Sons 
of Men”. We sing it to 
an adaptation of “The 
Foggy Dew”, a traditional 
Irish tune collected by 
William Bunting in 1839 & 
published in his Ancient 
Music of Ireland.

6—Saint Stephen  
Had an Angel’s Face
This carol to St. Stephen 
(whose feast day is the 
26th of December) is by 
Waddinge. It is set to a 
reworking of Henry Lawes’ 
“How Cool and Temperate 
am I Grown, Since I Could 
Call My Heart My Own” 
from Select Ayres and 
Dialogues,1659, one of 
the song tunes named by 
Waddinge in his Garland.

7—St. Stephen’s Day
Also by Waddinge and 
sung to “Molly Halfpenny” 
(also known as “Molly 
MacAlpin” or “Carolan’s 
Dream”), a tune attributed 
to either William Connellan 
or his brother Thomas, 
harpers from Co. Sligo 
who flourished in the mid 
17th century.

8—A Carol for  
St. John’s Day
Waddinge also wrote this 
carol to St. John (aka John 
the Revelator), whose 
feast day is the 27th of 
December. The tune is 
adapted from a nameless 
one that P.W.Joyce 
collected from the singing 
of Mrs. Cudmore of 
Glenasheen, Co. Limerick 
(as printed in Petrie’s 
Ancient Music of Ireland, 
1882).

9—Hail Ye Flow’rs  
of Martyrs
This carol for the Holy 
Innocents (feast day, 28th 
of December) is from the 
Devereux New Garland and 
is sung to an adaptation of 
the traditional tune still sung 
in Kilmore.

10—This Feast of St. Sylvester
St. Sylvester is the 4th century 
pope credited with converting 
the emperor Constantine to 
Christianity. His feast day 
is celebrated on the 31st of 
December. This carol is by 
Devereux but we sing it to 
the traditional ballad “The 
Skillfull Doctor” (sometimes 
also known as “Over the 
Mountain” and “Love will find 
out the way”) which is one of 
the song tunes recommended 
by Waddinge for one of his 
other carols. It comes from 
Playford’s Musick’s Delight on 
the Cithern of 1666.

11—The Enniscorthy 
Carol
This carol is not in 
either the Waddinge 
or Devereux collection, 
but it is traditionally 
sung in Kilmore during 
Christmas-tide and 
has been part of the 
Wexford tradition 
since at least the 
mid-19th century. We 
performed this on 
Volume I, but I couldn’t 
resist expanding the 
arrangement and 
singing it again here! 
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Ye sons of men with me rejoice,
And praise the Heavens with heart and 
voice,
For joyful tidings you we bring,
Of this Heavenly babe, the new born 
king.

Who from his mighty throne above, 
Came down to magnify his love,
To all such as would him embrace,
And would be born again in grace.

An angel sent by Heaven’s command,
To a spotless virgin in the land,
One of the seed of David, King,
These Joyful tidings for to bring.

He hailed this virgin, full of grace,
And told Her that in nine months space
She should bring forth a Son, and he
The Saviour of mankind should be.

When Mary, that most blessed maid,
Heard all the Angel to her said,
She to retirement straight did hie,
The Lord to praise and magnify.

She piously with great content,
Each day in contemplation spent,
Until at length the time drew near,
To Bethlehem she did repair.

She friendless ranged up and down,
To find a lodging in the town,
But o! alas that heavenly guest
No pity found, in grief oppressed.

She in pain was forced to hie
Unto a stable that was nigh,
Where of a Son she delivered was
Between an ox and lowly ass.

The spotless mother wife and maid,
No mortal had to lend her aid,
Exposed to want and piercing cold,
The Lord of life you may behold.

1—YE SONS OF MEN 2—THE DARKEST MIDNIGHT IN DECEMBER

The darkest midnight in December,
No snow nor hail nor Winter’s storm,
Shall hinder us for to remember,
The babe that on this night was born.
With shepherds we are come to see,
This lovely Infant’s glorious charms,
Born of a maid as the Prophets said 
The god of love in Mary’s arms.

No costly gifts can we present him,
No gold nor myrrh, nor odours sweet,
But if with hearts we can content him,
We humbly lay them at his feet,
It was but pure love that from above,
Brought him to save us from all harm,
Then let us sing and welcome him,
The god of love in Mary’s arms.

Four thousand years from the Creation,
The world lay groaning under sin,
None could ever expect salvation,
No one could ever enter Heaven,
Adam’s fall had damned us all,
To hell to endless pains forlorn,
T’was so decreed we’d ne’er have  
been freed,
Had not this heavenly babe been born.

Have you not heard the sacred story,
How man was made those seats to fill,
Which the fallen angels lost in glory, 
Through their presumption pride and will.
They thought us mean for to obtain
Such glorious seats and crowns in 
heaven
So thro a cheat they got Eve to eat
The fruit to be avenged on man.

Thus we were lost our god offended,
The Divils triumphing in our shame,
What recompence could be pretended,
No man could e’er wipe off the stain,
Till god alone from his high Throne,
Becomeing Man did us restore,
Let us rejoice in tuneful voice,
Let satan tremble and adore.

If by a Woman we were wounded,
Another Woman bringes the cure,
If by a fruit we were confounded,
A tree our safety would procure.
They laughed at man but if they can, 
Let satan and his hellish swarms,
Refuse to kneel and honour yield
To the lovely Babe in Mary’s arms.
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We like beasts lay in a stable,
Senseless blind and dead by sin,
To help ourselves we were not able,
But he brings grace and life again.
He conquered Hell confin’d the Devil,
To free your souls from Endless harms.
His life he gave and now you have 
The god of love in Mary’s Arms.

On Christmas night all Christians sing 
To heare the news the Angels bring 
News of great joy cause of great mirth 
News of our mercifull King’s birth.  

The King of Kings of Earth and Heav’n 
The King of Angels and of men 
Angels and men with Joy may sing 
To see their new born King.  

Angels with Joy sing in the Ayre 
To him who can their ruins repaire 
And prissoners in the Limbs rejoyce 
To hear the Ecchos of their voice.  

And how on Earth can men be sad? 
The Redeemer is come to make them 
glad. 
From sin and hell to set them free 
And buy their Liberty.  

Then sin depart, behould here’s grace, 
And death here’s life come in thy place. 
Hell now thou mayst thy terror see, 
Thy power great must Conquer’d be.  

And out of darkness we have light 
Which makes the Angels sing this night 
Glory to God and peace to men 
Now and ever more Amen.

3—THIS GREAT MYSTERIE

This Christmas day you pray me sing
My Caroll to Our new born King,
A God made man, the Virgin’s Son,
The word made flesh, can this be 
done;
Of me I pray noe more require
Than this great mysterie to admire.

Whom Heaven of Heavens cannot 
containe,
As scripture doth declare most plaine,
In a pore stable is born this day
Layd in a manger wrapt in hay.
Of me I pray noe more require
Than this great mysterie to admire.

Heaven’s great treasures are now but 
small
Im’ensity no extent at all
Eternitie’s but one day Old
th’Almighty feeleth the winter cold.
Of me I pray noe more require
Than this great mysterie to admire.

4—ON CHRISTMAS NIGHT ALL CHRISTIANS SING
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The night of the Nativity,
The people in the Heavens did see,
Strange wonders which did them 
surprise,
But none the reason could premise,

The learned men thought it to be,
A sign of Caesar’s Prosperity,
But some that notion did controul,
And said that Isaac had foretold,

The coming of this heavenly boy,
Who would their oracles destroy,
Their magic cells and temples tear,
Which afterwards performed were,

As earth with a new son is blessed,
So heaven with a new star is dressed,
The shepherds warned by an angel 
were
To Bethlehem straight to repair,

The shepherds gladly did obey,
To Bethlehem they made their way,
And as the angel did report,
They found the saviour in that sort.

Within a manger there he lay,
His dress was neither rich nor gay,
In Him you truly there might see,
A patern of humility,

5—THE NIGHT OF THE NATIVITY

Saint Stephen had an Angel’s face 
All full of vertue full of grace 
But by the falce ones was ston’d to 
death 
For Jesus Christ and for his faith 
But for those stones in heaven he 
found 
Of precious pearls A glorious Crown. 

His foes doe falcely him Accuse 
And in their Councell him Abuse. 
Their furious rage without delay 
Make stones their Armes him to 
destroy 
But for those stones in heaven he 
found 
Of precious pearls A glorious Crown.

The most sweet saint with his last 
breath 
Doth pray for those who seeke his 
Death 
And leave not off whilst life doth last 
As thick as haile their stones to cast 
But for those stones in Heaven he 
found 
Of precious pearls A glorious Crown.

6—SAINT STEPHEN HAD AN ANGEL’S FACE 
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This is St. Stephen’s day
His feast we solemnize
From him we learn to pardon
And love our enemies
He’s the first Christian Martyr
Who pass’d from earth to heaven
By suffering hate and envy
And Injuries of men.

More Just than the Just abel
This Prince of martyrs dy’d
His blood not for revenge
But for God’s pardon cry’d,
For fury and for rage
He did remission crave
For mallice he had mercy
And Love for hate he gave.

He clos’d not up his lips 
Whilst he enjoy’d his breath
To gaine for them a pardon
Who did procure his death
Pardon good God their rage
This holy saint doth pray
Lay not unto their Charge 
What e’re they doe or say.

He saw the heavens all open
His throne of glory drest
His saviour Christ prepared
To place his soul in rest
Then let us daily pray
For those who us offend
That with Saint Stephen we may
Enjoy a blessed End.

7—ON ST. STEPHEN’S DAY
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To a good old fashion tune I will give 
you a new song, 
In honour of the great Evangelist Saint 
John, 
To whom our saviour dying his Mother 
did Commend, 
And then made him her son who was 
his dearest friend. 

Of John seek ye no parentage nor 
nobleness of birth, 
Since he has got a brother, the King of 
heaven and Earth, 
For tho he was a Fisherman taught to 
the Nets and Oar, 
He’s now the son of Mary and who can 
wish for more. 

But ye that are so curious his father for 
to know, 
He is the son of Thunder, as Christ 
himself doth shew, 
He is the towering eagle which serves 
the mighty Jove, 
To spread his heavenly lightning and 
burn all hearts with love. 

To Christ we are all brothers in grace 
it’s plain and clear, 
But John amongst the rest is Benjamin 
the dear, 
Not one besides his brother search 
both earth and heaven, 
Was so much belov’d by Jesus, Angels 
or Men, 

Why then shall we compare him to any 
rest, 
Who was the loved Disciple that lean’d 
on Jesus’s breast, 
Where he sucked in such Mysteries as 
not till then were known 
To Angels or to Prophets or Man but 
John alone. 

You have seen the love of Jesus and 
now here’s that of John, 
Who still stood by his Master when all 
the rest were gone 
Tho Peter trice deny’d him before the 
cock did crow, 
Saint John loyal and constant unto the 
cross did go. 

8—A CAROL FOR ST. JOHN’S DAY

The most afflicted mother he lovingly 
did hand, 
and whilst our saviour suffered along 
with her did stand, 
When Christ said to the Virgin woman 
there is thy son, 
He saith look to thy Mother unto his 
dear St. John. 

No heart can hear conceive nor any 
tongue express, 
Their tears their grief their fondness 
their love or their distress, 
All three were so united in that one 
dying heart, 
Tho’ two were forced to live they rather 
die than part. 

In short when all was over I’ll not raise 
your grief, 
In this great time of joy solemnity and 
mirth, 
For fifteen years he served her as the 
most humble slave, 
Untill with his own hands he laid her in 
the grave. 

Inflam’d with Peters glory and Pauls he 
went to Rome, 
Hoping as well as they to die by 
Martyrdom, 
He entered with great joy into the tub 
of Oil, 
In which the cruel tyrants intended him 
to boil. 

When this nor all the rest of tortures 
they could invent, 
Could not molest nor hurt him he 
doomed to banishment, 
Into the Isle of Patmos with grief to end 
his days, 
He the people there converted and 
lived long in peace. 

To see church well grounded he’s left 
till very old, 
But the glad hour at last an Angel him 
foretold, 
His blood no hands of tyrants would 
God permit to stain, 
But as he lived a Phoenix he died by 
Gods sweet flame, 
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His testament and will and constant 
Theme before, 
Was to love one another he said it o’re 
and o’re, 
Thus peaceably he died but Earth 
could not contain, 
His virgin corpse which Angels 
triumphing took to Heaven. 

And now the lov’d Disciple amidst 
eternal bliss, 
With Jesus and his mother dwells in 
hapiness, 
By Stephen we are taught to pardon 
by John we are taught to love, 
By following their Examples you’ll rest 
with them above. 
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They went they found the infant they 
paid their homage great,
But were advised from Heaven of 
Herod’s ill intent,
Those Kings passed by in silence and 
left the tyrant shunn’d,
Who vowed to kill the Infants of all the 
neighbouring land,
In dread to lose his Kingdom if any 
should escape,
After a year he spared not one for fear 
of a mistake.

How silly is poor Herod how much he 
is deceived,
This babe with utmost joy should be by 
him received,
He wants no Earthly Kingdoms nor 
scepters here below,
Who brings immortal crowns of glory 
to bestow,
He wants but to make happy our souls 
with heavenly bliss,
Keep all the rest if lawful and only 
grant him this,

But Christ was now in Egypt there 
ordered to abide,
Till vengeance reached the tyrant who 
miserably died,
And ye little Angels ye died for Christ 
tis true,
Go rest in Abraham’s bosom until he 
dies for you,
Let Israel be redeem’d mankind be 
taught and then
You’ll grace his glorious triumph 
ascending into Heaven.

Hail ye flow’rs of Martyrs hail blossoms 
of heavenly spring,
Hail first fruits of the victory obtained 
by Christ our King,
Hail ever blessed babies whom cruel 
Herod slew
Hoping to murder Jesus he slaughter’d 
all the crew
The Masacre was bloody and Inocents 
were slain,
But after all he’s baffled his wicked 
hopes are vain

His rage was thus occasioned he had 
usurped the Crown,
And tho he was a stranger had sat on 
Judea’s throne,
The seventy weeks just ended foretold 
at Babylon
All prophecies agreed that now the 
time was come,
When the long wished Messias his 
people should restore,
And the three Eastern Kings confirmed 
it more and more,

Those great Indian Princes who 
travell’d from a far
Guided in their journey by a new 
glorious star,
Arrived now at Jerusalem from Herod 
did inquire
For the young King of Jews which set 
his rage on fire,
We are come for to adore this mighty 
new born Prince,
We bring him gifts of gold of Myrrh 
and Frankincence,

Herod straight informed himself of 
Rabys the best skilled,
In Scriptures or in Prophecies so plainly 
now fulfilled,
Where is the place appointed where is 
Christ to appear,
They answer’d all in Bethlehem and 
this encreased his fear,
However he disguised it and bid the 
monarchs go,
And tell him when returning if they 
found all things so.

9—HAIL YE FLOW’RS OF MARTYRS
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Good people all, this Christmas time,
Consider well and bear in mind,
What our good God for us has done,
In sending His beloved Son.
With Mary holy we should pray
To God with love this Christmas Day;
In Bethlehem upon that morn
There was a blessed Messiah born.

The night before the happy tide,
The noble Virgin and her guide
Were a long time seeking up and down
To find a lodging in the town.
But mark how all things came to pass,
From every door repelled, alas!
As long foretold, their refuge all,
Was but an humble ox’s stall.

Near Bethlehem did shepherds keep 
Their flocks of lambs and feeding 
sheep
To whom God’s angels did appear,
Which put the shepherds in great fear.
“Prepare and go” the angels said,
“To Bethlehem, be not afraid
For there you’ll find this happy morn,
A princely Babe, sweet Jesus, born.”

With thankful heart and joyful mind,
The shepherds went the Babe to find.
And as God’s angels had foretold,
They did Our Saviour, Christ, behold.
Within a manger He was laid,
And by His side the Virgin Maid,
Attending on the Lord of Life
Who came on earth to end all strife.

There were three wise men from afar,
Directed by a glorious star,
Came boldly on and made no stay
Until they came where Jesus lay.
And when they came unto that place
And looked with love on Jesus’ face,
In faith they humbly knelt to greet 
With gifts of gold and incense sweet.

Come let us then our tribute pay
To our good God, as well we may,
For all His grace and mercy shown,
Thro’ His Son to us, till then unknown.
And when thro’ life we wend our way,
‘Mid trials and sufferings, day by day,
in faith and hope, whate’er befall,
We’ll wait in peace His holy call.

11—THE ENNISCORTHY CHRISTMAS CAROL

This feast of St. Sylvester so well 
deserves a song,
That you may justly wonder it was 
deferr’d so long,
He was the glorious pope that happily 
did bring,
Peace into the church by healing 
Constantine.

Eleven million martyrs the rage of 
tyrants stood,
And sealed the heavenly testament of 
Jesus with their blood
Which still increased the faithful for 
three hundred years,
Nothing was left for Christians but 
tortures, death and fears,

Till Constantine the Great, a pagan 
emperor too,
His predecessors’ steps resolving to 
pursue,
Was struck by the Almighty with a most 
filthy sore,
That with scabs and leprosy infected 
him all o’er.

A bath of infants’ blood by witches was 
contrived,
This deed of hell thus ordered hoping 
to be relieved,
And like another Herod the harmless 
babes would slay,
Had not our St. Sylvester cured him a 
better way.

The Emperor gladly listen’d and when 
instructed well,
Baptized by St. Sylvester the scabs all 
from him fell, 
Now perfectly cleansed and to his 
health restored,
Decreed the god of Christians alone 
should be adored.

See then have we not reason this feast 
to solemnize,
And St. Sylvester’s praise to raise 
above the skies,
O angel of sweet peace and safety 
unto men,
May we all by thy interest obtain a 
peace in Heaven.

10—A CAROL FOR ST. SYLVESTER’S DAY
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