
Dave Bainbridge Interview – January 28, 2022 

First of all, congratulations on the new album!  As I mentioned to you, I listened to it pretty 

extensively over the last weekend and I was really impressed with it.  It’s very sweeping, there’s a lot 

of emotion to it, it’s very powerful musically. 

Thank you! 

 

But the first, most basic question is: what inspired the creation of To The Far Away? 

Well, I suppose it’s in a way the most personal solo album I’ve done, because right back in March 2020, I 

was on tour in the UK with the band Lifesigns.  And we had a couple more gigs to go, and then I was due 

to fly to Miami and to go on Cruise to the Edge – on which I was gonna be married to my fiancée Sharon.  

It was actually quite a prog wedding, really, because Neal Morse was going to be officiating; our friend 

Percy Jones’ wife Joyce Francis was gonna be the head bridesmaid; and John Young from Lifesigns was 

gonna be the best man.  We figured since we had so many friends on Cruise to the Edge, it would be the 

perfect place to get married. 

But sadly, literally one day after the last Lifesigns gig we did (and then there was gonna be a gap and we 

were at a festival), the US closed its borders.  So I ended up being apart from Sharon for 8 ½ months. 

Eventually we found a Facebook page called “Love Is Not Tourism” – cause Sharon’s from Baltimore and 

I’m from the UK – where couples from a mix of the UK and the US were in exactly the same position as 

us and had been separated by the pandemic.  We found eventually that a lot of couples – one half of the 

couple had gotten into America by a third country that wasn’t on the US’ exclusion list as the UK was.  

Which was really helpful.  So eventually, towards the end of October 2020, I flew via Frankfurt to Mexico 

City, and then Mexico City to Cancun, and spent 15 nights in Cancun.  And then I was able to get to the 

US legitimately.  So we were eventually reunited in November 2020, and then got married in December 

of that year. 

Basically, the album is really – a lot of it is to do with that journey: separation and longing, and then 

eventual reunion.  During the pandemic, the place that I rent in England is a small converted barn on a 

country lane in the middle of nowhere in Lincolnshire.  And so I spent every day walking and running on 

this lane.  And I’m an avid photographer as well, so I was taking photographs the whole time.  And I kind 

of formulated ideas for the album while I was walking along there – and the photographs I took also 

documented the changing seasons.  It’s very flat, so there are huge skies in Lincolnshire, so I got lots of 

great photos of the sky and various things. 

So the idea also formed to have a photo book version of the album in a box set, which included a lot of 

the photos taken during the pandemic, and some of the photos inspired some of the tracks on the 

album as well.  So it’s very much kind of an integrated concept. 

 

 

 



So both based on what happened to you, and your experiences while you waited to be reunited. 

Yeah, and very much to do with the environment as well and where I found myself during the lockdown.  

There was quite an extensive lockdown in the UK in 2020.  So, although it was terrible to be separated 

for so long, fortunately we had Skype, and we spent hours each day talking to each other.   

But also it gave the space to work on lots of recording ideas.  So 2020 actually turned out to be quite a 

busy year for me.  Cause I also put together a box set for my previous band Iona, which is 17 CDs -- all 

the studio albums and various discs accompanied those, of music from my archives.  And then I worked 

on various other albums with the Strawbs and Downes Braide Association, and Nick Fletcher and that.  

Although I was kind of isolated in this country place, actually I was pretty busy even though there were 

no tours.  So it turned out to be fairly productive. 

 

That’s good!  And I’d like to talk about all those projects in time – but let’s stick with this album for 

now.  I’d like you to talk a bit about your collaborators, because I know that you play guitars and keys 

and a lot of other incidental sort of folk instruments.  But I also noticed that there are some pretty 

heavy duty collaborators on the album who make some great contributions, and I’d like you to tell us 

a bit about them.  Who did you work with, and why? 

Whenever I’m working on an album, as the music gradually comes together, it becomes clear which 

people I’d like to work with, and who would be able to bring what I’m looking for to the project.   

So on my previous big solo album, Celestial Fire, I really wanted to work with [drummer] Collin Leijenaar 

and [bassist] Randy George, both of whom had played with Neal Morse, because I knew their particular 

style of playing would be great for that music, which was slightly more epic, generally, than To The Far 

Away. 

With To The Far Away, I really wanted to capture some of the excitement and some of the sound that 

we had in the band Iona that I used to play with.  In particular we kind of discovered this sound around 

about 1990, the sound of Irish pipes or uilleann pipes and unison electric guitar; melodies played 

between those two, and also with the addition of Irish low whistle creates this glorious sound!  And it 

was myself and Troy Donockley, who’s been my friend for years, who kind of accidentally discovered this 

sound, and then it became a feature of Iona’s music.  The band just disbanded in 2015, but I had in mind 

this sound for some of the tracks on the new album.  So Troy was the obvious person to ask to play 

those parts, and he played some fantastic uilleann pipes and low whistle and high whistle on the album. 

The other obvious contributor was my good friend Frank van Essen, who I’ve played with for like 30 

years.  He was the drummer and violinist in Iona and is just an incredible musician.  And he really 

excelled himself, I think, on his drum parts on this album.  He’s from the Netherlands, and he’s really 

well known as an arranger and string orchestrator.  He puts together these multilayered string 

arrangements for people.  He did one for the Euro 2020 football thing [“We Are The People”] which 

included The Edge and Bono and a DJ called Martin Garrix.  So he’s really busy doing that a lot of the 

time, and doesn’t get as much time as he’d like, particularly with no gigs, to play rock drums.  But he’s 

an incredible drummer!  This album really gave him space to stretch out on the drums. 



And then there’s one piece that started out as an improvisation with me on keyboards and Frank on 

violin that we’d recorded before the pandemic.  The track that became “Infinitude (Reaching for the 

Stars)”.  We have this really intuitive thing when we’re playing together, and I’ll just improvise chords, 

quite obscure chord sequences, but he’ll always manage to follow what I’m playing on violin!   He’s the 

only musician I know who’s an incredible rock drummer and an incredible improvising violinist.  So he’s a 

big asset to any recording, really. 

 

I have to interrupt you and say that was probably my favorite piece on the album!  And I think some 

of that is because I’m classically trained, I’m an organist.  And to me it didn’t sound like improvisation, 

it sounded like composition.  But you’re saying it was composition in the moment! 

Yes, we’ve done a lot of that.  While we were in Iona, we would often start by playing a well known Iona 

melody, but then we’d just improvise.  When I was with Frank in July 2018, we were working on various 

ideas, and we spent a whole day just recording improvisations – some of which ended on his album 

Meditations of a Sound Mind.  And this one piece I really wanted to include on one of my projects.  It 

took three years to get there!  But yeah, the original piece was totally improvised; it was about 18 ½ 

minutes.  And I had various string sounds set up.   

Basically, that’s the way it came out.  I’ve always loved English string composers like Vaughan Williams, 

E.J. Moeran, Gerald Finzi, [George] Butterworth – lots of people from the early 20th century.  That music 

just connects with my heart; I’m very influenced by the harmonic progressions of some of that music.  

And I think that shows through on this piece. 

When it came to the album, I basically transcribed all the keyboard parts and then got Frank to play 

them, multilayer the violin.  Some of the original keyboard is there; most of it’s replaced by real strings.  

And then Frank did a couple of corrections to his original improvisation, but not much, really.  And I took 

about a minute or so out, just to make it a bit shorter for the album, but included the whole version as 

we improvised it on the bonus disc. 

 

It's beautiful!  And what you said explains why it sounds so vivid, because you have the real strings 

there.  And it really catches that English pastoral school, like you say.  I’m a sucker for Vaughan 

Williams as well. 

Yeah, I think he’s very underrated!  I think when he was composing, a lot of people thought it was too 

melodic, because we had people like Schoenberg and the more avant-garde composers come out.  But I 

think now his music is being really celebrated, just for the beauty of it. 

 

And I think this year is an anniversary year, I can’t recollect exactly but I thought I saw that. [2022 is 

the 150th anniversary of Ralph Vaughan Williams’ birth.]  It would be great if it makes a comeback.  

Who was your lyricist on the album? 

I collaborated with a lady called Lynn Caldwell, who’s actually originally from Canada, but she lives in 

Dublin.  I’ve known her for years, because after Troy left Iona he was replaced by an Irish pipe and 



whistle player called Martin Nolan, and Lynne is Martin’s wife.  So I’ve known them since 2008, 2009.  

I’m good at coming up with concepts for lyrics and the occasional quite good line, but I’m not really a 

full-on lyricist as such.  So I’ve always collaborated with people on lyrics. 

I’d read a few of Lynn’s poems; she has this blog.  And I’d just loved the descriptive language she used; it 

wasn’t kind of sentimental, but it was just very descriptive.  So I approached her and said “Would you be 

interested in collaborating on the album?”  And I explained some of the concepts.  And it worked great!  

Obviously, we were working in isolation because of the pandemic, so we never actually got to be in the 

same room together.  But we spent a lot of time exchanging emails.  I think there were very few lines 

that she wrote that I changed – hardly anything, really!  She just totally understood the whole concept 

behind the songs and came up with some beautiful lines.  I was thrilled with that; it was a lot of fun to 

collaborate. 

 

And who are the folks who are singing those lyrics? 

There are two main lead vocalists.  One is my good friend Sally Minnear, whom I’ve known for years.  

She’s the daughter of Kerry Minnear, who was the keyboard player in the 70s prog band Gentle Giant.  

I’ve known Kerry for 30 years or so, we’ve been good friends, myself and Kerry and his wife Leslie. 

I first met Sally – she was actually still at school when I was staying at Kerry’s house once.  I didn’t even 

know at the time that she was a singer!  And a few years after that, Kerry mentioned that she’d got a 

part singing the lead vocals in Michael Flatley’s dance extravaganza Lord of the Dance, which was the 

followup to Riverdance.  I remember Kerry playing the video from a live recording, and I was captivated 

by Sally’s voice, this beautiful, pure voice. This was probably in about 2007, 2008, I think.   

So it wasn’t until about 5 years later that we got to work together.  She’d by then left touring Lord of the 

Dance and had started a family.  I was doing a solo gig in Lincolnshire; I had a vocalist who was gonna 

guest with me on a few songs, playing some Iona songs, and at the last minute she pulled out because 

she had a really bad cold.  So maybe two days before, I asked Sally if she’d like to come and sing a few 

songs on this gig.  And the thing was that when she was growing up, Kerry had introduced her to Iona 

and brought her to Iona gigs, and she’d loved the band and she already knew all the lyrics to the songs. 

So it was just great!  And we hit it off really well friendship-wise. 

So after that, when Iona started winding down, I wanted to get a band together to play both Iona’s 

music and my music from my solo albums.  So I asked Sally if she’d like to be involved, and that’s 

Celestial Fire.  So we toured a lot with that, and started touring as a duo as well, just because that was 

easier to put together.  Like Kerry, Sally is a fantastic multi-instrumentalist, basically really good on any 

instrument you can throw at her.  She was the obvious choice to get to sing the lead female vocals on 

this.   

But because the concept was kind of a sort of love story, I wanted to have a good male vocalist on some 

tracks as well.   And Sally actually suggested Iain Hornal; they were at music college together, in a music 

production course.  And she spoke really highly of him as a singer.  After he’d left college, he did actually 

sing with Three Friends for a while, which was the Gentle Giant offshoot band that Kerry, [guitarist] Gary 

Green and [drummer] Malcolm Mortimer put together.  But then after that, he was playing the gig as 

lead vocalist for 10CC and also singing with Jeff Lynne’s ELO.  So he’s done some really big stuff. 



Yes, I heard him on that ELO tour a couple of years back. 

And then—which I didn’t know until halfway through him doing this album – we were talking about Yes 

at one point.  And he said, “Oh yeah, I just toured with Anderson, Wakeman and Rabin!”Cause my friend 

Lee Pomeroy, who was the bass player, dropped out, he said.  “So he asked me if I could do some deps.”  

So, he actually played bass and sang on the UK tour, I think.  So he’s a pretty talented guy, such a 

fantastic voice!  He’s also a really great singer-songwriter – he’s written fabulous songs.  So as soon as I 

heard him, I knew that his voice would work really well on the album.  And having that connection 

previously with Sally as well, I knew that they’d sing well together.  And I was hugely pleased with the 

results! 

 

And you should be; it’s a wonderful sounding album, as well as all the content!  You’ve talked a bit 

about your classical grounding, what you love from the classical world; and with Iona there was 

obviously a very strong folk/Celtic element.  Your music has a very individual sound, but I can tell it’s 

also very grounded – you’ve learned from the folks that you heard growing up and loving.  So I have to 

ask you on the rock and especially on the prog end: who are some of your musical heroes?  And how 

did what they do feed into what you do now? 

I was pretty fortunate to have an older sister, who was 9 years older than me.  She was a rock singer; 

she died suddenly in 1999, but she was a singer in various rock and pop and blues bands locally in 

Darlington, where we lived.  But she had this huge collection of records!  So from a really young age, I 

was listening to her Beatles records, Jimi Hendrix albums, Jethro Tull albums and all kinds of stuff!  

But one album she had that was really influential was the 3-vinyl album Woodstock soundtrack.  And I 

think that introduced me to a really wide range of music that I’d never previously heard.  That was the 

first time I heard Santana and Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, and Ten Years After.  Just a great line-up of 

people on that album!  I used to just play it over and over and really absorb all that music. 

So by the time I was about 12 – I mean I’d started piano lessons when I was 8, playing classical piano – I 

started improvising and writing my own pieces.  Which remained more classical-based, really.  But at the 

same time, I was getting into the bands that my friends liked.  And my sister took me to my first rock 

concert.  Well, actually the very first one was her band, she took me to see her band, which was named 

Nimrod Fisk.  And they did a lot of covers of Jethro Tull tracks, Jefferson Airplane tracks and that. 

Then when I was 12, Maureen my sister took me to see Santana.  And that was the first big gig I’d ever 

been to.  And it was just incredible!  And I was basically hooked on live music then.  So whenever I got 

the opportunity, I’d go with my friends to gigs.  We went to see all kinds of bands, like Yes, Focus, Deep 

Purple were a massive influence.   Black Sabbath and all the rock bands and prog bands of the day. 

But I would say the biggest influence as far as me wanting to be a keyboard player and a guitar player 

was probably Deep Purple.  I just absolutely loved Jon Lord’s playing, and the way he combined classical 

influences with rock organ; I really related to that.  Cause at the time I was learning to play Bach pieces 

on the piano.  And then Ritchie Blackmore’s sound and emotion in his playing; I just absolutely loved 

that! 



So that led me to starting to play the guitar when I was 13 or 14.  I joined my first band when I was 14, 

from looking at adverts in the paper.  And we ended up playing Deep Purple covers; we did 

“Roundabout” by Yes and various others. That was playing keyboard.  My friends in that band 

introduced me to Yes’ Close to the Edge, [Genesis’] Selling England by the Pound.  The bass player had all 

these great albums!  We’d do a bit of rehearsing and then spend hours just listening to music. 

So although the band only one gig, we spent a couple of days a week rehearsing and just listening to 

music, so it was really a very formative time.  Yes, Close to the Edge I was just blown away by, because 

I’d never heard all these different keyboard sounds before!  I was playing this little cheap organ which 

sounded horrible; and here on this album, there were church organ, Hammond organ, amazing 

synthesized sounds.  So I think, when I heard that album, that kind of convinced me that I wanted to be 

a multi-keyboard player. 

And I’d say that the other album, which I think you can probably hear some on the influence on To The 

Far Away, was Tubular Bells.  Again, my friends had that album; just the idea of one person multi-

layering and playing all the instruments, multi-layering this amazing music, that really struck a chord 

with me.  Cause when I was growing up I’d spend hours and hours just on my own in our front room, 

playing different instruments and trying to do primitive multi-track recordings using cassette players.  It 

kind of never sounded very good, but it got me into the concept of multi-track recording!  So that album 

was a huge influence, and I loved Mike Oldfield’s guitar sound.  And those melodies as well which he 

came up with; they’re just very memorable.   

So those were all the early influences.  And then later I got into listening to jazz fusion – the Mahavishnu 

Orchestra.  And then folk music, actually.  In my mid-teens some of my friends had a lot of folk albums 

by people like Planxty and Boys of the Lough.  And then I heard Clannad, the Irish folk band, with the 

fantastic singer Moya Brennan.  I just loved the combination, the sound of the Gaelic language with 

acoustic instruments.  So that was a big influence as well. 

 

Thanks for that!  That sounds like a lead-in into a question or two about Iona.  Because I know that 

when you formed it, certainly there was that strong folk influence, and I’m sure Clannad played a part 

in that.  There was also – how to put this?  I’ve been to the isle of Iona; I was there once in college.  

And it is that sort of mission center of a kind of mystical Gaelic Christianity.  And I know that was a 

factor in the formation of the band as well.  

Yes, definitely!  At about the time we formed the band, it was myself and David Fitzgerald, who’s a 

fantastic multi-instrumental woodwind player.  He plays saxophone and flutes and exotic Chinese flutes, 

and whistle and low whistle.  We’d been working together for several years with different artists and 

had wanted to get together our own project at some point.  We both loved progressive artists like Yes or 

King Crimson, and Clannad.   

We’d been talking about getting together our own musical project, but we didn’t have a focus for what 

it would be called, or what we’d write about.  We both had a shared Christian faith.  And we were on 

tour for a long time with an artist called Adrian Snell, and he’d written this big concept work called 

Alpha and Omega, which explored the history of Christianity going back to its beginnings -- the Jewish 

roots of the faith, and how that played out over the years. 



And both of us realized that we didn’t know anything about how Christianity had arrived in the British 

Isles.  So that led to a discovery of some of the early Celtic Christian monks, and people like St. Brendan 

and St. Patrick and then St. Columba, who was an Irish monk to sailed to Iona.  It’s quite an interesting 

story; this is back in the 6th century.  He was of a kingly descent, and there was a big dispute about 

copying the Scriptures at the time, which resulted somehow in this battle in which about 3,000 people 

were killed.  And he felt at least partially responsible for that. 

So as kind of a penance, he felt that he should be exiled.  Exile himself from Ireland and find somewhere 

to base himself that was out of the sight of Ireland, so it was far enough away from Ireland that he 

couldn’t see the coastline.  And he ended up finding a small Scottish island, Iona, and setting up a 

monastery/mission base there.   

And from there – his idea was to be able to save as many souls as had been lost in this battle.  So him 

and about 12 or so monks went on this small boat and found Iona and set up this monastery, from 

which Scotland and northern Britain was evangelized.  

And just reading about this, we were just struck by the sense of the miraculous stories in these early 

accounts of his mission trips.  This very kind of connected, earthy Christianity which seemed to really see 

God in creation, much more than the materialistic version of Christianity that we saw in the 1980s in 

England.  In the 80s Margaret Thatcher was the prime minister; her whole idea, it was a very 

materialistic concept of society, which a lot of people really felt disconnected from.  But unfortunately 

think some of the Church kind of bought into that idea. 

So we were looking for something that was much simpler and found it in the stories of St. Columba.  We 

traveled to Iona, which is certainly a really small island, as you know; 1 mile by 3 miles.  But it has this 

incredible atmosphere about it!   I forget who it is now; it might be George MacCleod -- who founded 

the present-day Iona community -- talked of “thin places”.  Where you’ll go to a certain place and it feels 

like the veil between heaven and earth is very thin; you can almost feel the presence of something that’s 

outside of the world.  And we really felt that on Iona when we went there.  And another island off the 

east coast of northern England called Lindisfarne.  And the two islands are connected, because Irish 

monks from Iona went to Lindisfarne and set up the monastery there from which that area was 

evangelized back in the 7th century. 

And the stories of people like Aidan were very inspiring; like Aidan was a friend of the king at the time.  

And the king was really pleased with the wisdom that Aidan gave him and the way that he brought 

people together.  So he gave them this gift of a beautiful horse, which was quite a status symbol in those 

days.  But Aidan felt that if he rode on the horse, he would be above the people that he wanted to 

reach.  So he gave the horse away, much to the king’s consternation!  It’s those kinds of humble stories 

and really earthy stories that really spoke to us a lot.  And also the landscapes of those islands in 

particular.  So that was the basis that gave us the inspiration for the music and the songs for Iona. 

 

And that would definitely be a rich lode to draw from.  And I know that your albums like The Book of 

Kells, the one about St. Brendan [Beyond These Shores], they’re all drawing from that reservoir.  

When you were working on the Iona catalog back during the pandemic, you put together the 

comprehensive box set, which I think is out of print now.  But you have all the individual [albums] 



available.  As you were putting those together, going through and pulling up the unreleased tracks – 

did anything strike you about the band, about its music, that maybe you didn’t realize at the time and 

appreciated more?   

It was certainly quite a journey!  I don’t know, really [laughs]; that’s an interesting question!  I think 

what was amazing for me was that, about the time that we got Iona together, I was also thinking about 

doing a solo album.  After I left music college, I tried to put a kind of progressive rock band together with 

my sister and a few friends.  We rehearsed every weekend for a year and couldn’t get any gigs, because 

in the 80s no one was interested in booking progressive rock bands in England.  So for about 8 or 9 years 

I spent writing music for short films and commercial things, and working with lots of other artists.  I 

mean some really great people like Jack Bruce and that.  But there came a time when I was thinking, 

“I’ve got to write and put down my own album.” 

So I drew up this list of people who I thought might buy my album if I put one together and released it 

on cassette.  And I think I came up with about a hundred names of friends and family.  I think I would 

have been quite pleased if 100 people had bought this album!  And then Iona happened, and some of 

the ideas I was gonna put on my original cassette album came to be on the first Iona album.  And within 

six months we’d sold 10,000 copies of the first Iona album!  It was like suddenly we’d found something 

that people really connected with.  And I think that was an amazing thing – that not only were we on 

this journey, but it was a journey that other people felt really connected to. 

So particularly, I’d say over the first four Iona albums, which were very much based on the ideas and 

stories of those early Celtic Christian saints, as well as translated into our own contemporary lives -- I 

think that was an amazing journey that was much bigger than we could have imagined. 

 

So listening back to that music, it still has a power to it.  I’m really pleased with it and proud of it.  So 

with the box set, I had the idea of having a companion disc of previously unreleased music and demos 

and stuff with each of the studio albums.  So basically the companion disc would tell the story of the 

making of the album in each case.   The pandemic gave me the time to listen through to hundreds of 

hours of cassette tapes and digital tapes and all kinds of CDs that I had big boxes in my storage unit.   

I think it probably made me more thankful to have that time with the band.  [There was] lots of a “going 

down memory lane” kind of thing.  Cause whenever we did a rehearsal, we’d record it.  So I had lots of 

tapes of us just messing around and joking around in rehearsals.  So it was great to hear all that back.  

And I include one or two bits like that on each of the companion discs. 

 

It does sound like quite a journey.  One of things I know is that these days, getting the music out to 

people is as hard, if not harder, than making it.  Could you talk a bit about the approach you’re taking, 

both with To The Far Away and your other solo albums, along with the Iona catalog.  Who are you 

working with to get them out? 

 

In the early days, we did have a record label with Iona.  And by the time we got to our fourth album, we 

had some distribution through BMG, and EMI in Canada.  And it was much easier to reach a bigger 

audience then.  I remember going to EMI’s headquarters in Canada when we released the fourth album, 

Journey Into The Morn, and they loved it!   At the time, it was just before the Internet was taking off, so 



they still had a subscription service; people would subscribe and they’d be sent the “Album of the 

Month”, that kind of thing.  And that happened with Journey Into The Morn!  So loads and loads of 

people got to know about the band who would never have otherwise heard about them through those 

sources. 

But gradually, there was this time in 2000 where we had a great distributor, this independent label 

called Forefront Records in America.  And I’d say about half of our album sales were always in America.  

And I think a lot of people in America who were Irish or Scottish or English, of that descent, really 

related to the history that we were talking about.  Round about 2000, Forefront (who’d been really 

supportive), the people who signed us to them had all left by then, which often happens with record 

labels, and they were bought by, I think, Time Warner.  And the new people who came in wanted to 

book pop artists, so we were dropped by the label. 

So we decided at that point to become independent and form our own label, which is called Open Sky 

Records.  And then, just to find people to work with to distribute.  So basically since 2000, that’s been 

what first of all Iona did, and now what I’m doing. 

So with To The Far Away, I funded the whole of the recording.  But I’m working with a label called Gonzo 

Multimedia, who paid for the manufacturing and the artwork, and they distribute the album.  There 

came a time when I just didn’t have time to run the Iona online store anymore, so they set up a new 

store for me.  So they do all the administration. 

But yes, I think these days you have to be more than an artist to get your music out.  You have to be a 

publicist and your own label; you have to be a sleeve designer and everything!  It’s a multifaceted kind 

of thing now; it’s not just being the person who writes the music in order get it out there.  So although in 

some ways it’s easier to connect because of social media and that, there are so many – I mean people 

can choose from the whole history of music when they go on YouTube!  So you’re competing with The 

Beatles and Pink Floyd and everyone.  So it is harder to have a voice.  When all those bands started, they 

had major labels backing them, who could pour thousands into publicity.  So we’re at a period where it’s 

much harder for bands starting out and people who are writing original music who were not established 

in the heyday of the 70s progressive music. 

 

If some of our readers wanted to go to Gonzo’s website – I’ve also actually seen some independent 

stores in my state that stock at least part of your catalog, which I think is encouraging.  But if they 

went direct to your website, cause obviously that’s the most direct way to order: beyond To the Far 

Away, if someone was a complete Iona newbie, where would you suggest they start?  What albums?  

What solo albums of yours would you especially recommend as well? 

As far as Iona, gosh!  Probably my favorite albums would be maybe Book of Kells, Beyond These Shores 

and Journey Into The Morn, those three.  There’s something on all the albums that I was very proud of!  

And I have to add, with Iona as well, writing-wise it was usually a collaboration between Joanne Hogg, 

who sang and wrote the lyrics and wrote many of the songs.  And she went through a particularly fertile 

period, I think, on those albums. 

As far as my solo albums, there are only four anyway, [laughs] so I’d just say buy them all!  Veil of 

Gossamer was my first solo album, and I think To The Far Away is probably – those two have the most 



similarity in terms of approach and style, in the way that they combine progressive and folk elements.  

Celestial Fire is probably a more full-on progressive album.  And then The Remembering, which was my 

previous solo album, is an improvised album of improvised piano pieces, so that’s a bit of a departure, 

but also something that I’d always wanted to do. 

 

Yeah, that’s quite a spectrum!  Which is one of the things I love about musicians like you, that they 

cover such a wide scope of material.  In the time we have left, let’s quickly talk about -- it’s probably 

true that most of our readers are familiar with you through Lifesigns.  How did come to be part of that 

band? 

I’d kind of known of John Young, whose band it is, for a long time.  We met briefly around about 2000, 

when we were both playing at the Classic Rock Society’s Rotherham Rocks weekend festival.  It was this 

great, great organization which really – Martin Hudson, who ran that, was kind of instrumental in 

bringing back progressive rock gigs in the 1990s.  Anyway, Iona were headlining that, and John was 

playing a solo set in the afternoon, so I saw him play then.  I saw that he was in our soundcheck, and I 

think we briefly said hello.  I thought he was a great, great singer and player. 

But then our paths didn’t cross again until 2016, I think.  By which time I was playing keyboard with the 

Strawbs.  We were on tour – it was one of the first tours we’d done in the UK.  And a few gigs in, one of 

my keyboards just stopped working!  And I had to spend about 2 hours before the gig that night – cause 

it just went off in the soundcheck – reprogramming everything so I could play everything on one 

keyboard rather than two. 

So the next gig in the next night was in a place called Wavenden, in a venue called the Stables.  And 

[Strawbs founder/singer/guitarist] Dave Cousins said, “Oh, John Young lives near there.  We could ask 

him if he’s got a keyboard we could borrow!”  And it turned out that John had played with the Strawbs 

for a couple of years, previously to me being in the band. 

And so Dave Cousins rang him up, and he said, “Oh, yeah, sure!”  And he brought a keyboard along to 

the soundcheck, which was fantastic and it really saved the day.  So he let me use that for the rest of the 

tour and then he took it back at the end.  But after that we stayed in touch on Facebook and that and 

realized that we had a lot in common musically and just got on quite well. 

And then, I think about a year later – the other connection, by the way, is that Nick Beggs was the 

original bass player in Lifesigns; Nick had been bass player in Iona for 4 years.  So about a year later, 

John was putting together Cardington and asked if I’d like to be involved playing some guitar on a few 

tracks.  So they sent me some of the tracks and I played on those; I loved the music, and John really 

loved what I was doing.   

Once it was time for playing that album live, Niko [Tsonev], the previous guitarist, decided to leave, so 

John asked if I’d like to join the band full time.  And I think that was partly down to Nick Beggs’ 

recommendation as well.  We just really get on very well just as friends; and I think musically we’re from 

the same era and love all the same kind of bands.  So I think I was able to contribute a lot to the band 

from a kind of classic prog rock perspective, which I think people have connected with.  So yeah, the 

latest album Altitude is the first one that I was the sole guitar player on. 



 

And there’s some lovely playing on that.  As you say, you and John – those two approaches mesh 

really well together. 

Yes!  And the other thing as well live – cause John writes some quite complex keyboard parts, which are 

very difficult to play when he’s singing lead vocals at the same time.  So live, quite often I’ll play the 

keyboard parts when he’s singing that he can’t cover himself.  So it works really well from that point of 

view. 

 

Yes, I think he won the Prog [Magazine] Readers Poll as best keyboardist and he said [something like], 

I’m kind of astonished I won this, because Dave Bainbridge is the best keyboard player in Lifesigns! 

It’s nice of him to say that!  No, I mean John’s a great keyboard player; I love his synth soloing; and the 

sounds he gets as well are always very interesting. 

 

And I have to ask you about Strawbs, cause there’s another band with a great keyboard history!  I 

mean, Rick Wakeman, Blue Weaver – how did you get that gig? 

That was down to my friend Paul Bielatowicz, who’s a fantastic guitarist who plays guitar with Carl 

Palmer. 

 

Yes, I’ve heard him. 

It turned out he was a huge Iona fan when he started off playing guitar.  He spent ages listening to early 

Iona albums like Book of Kells and learning my guitar parts!  Which I found out years later.  When we 

met, we had a mutual friend Dave Brons, who went to college with Paul.  Paul came to an Iona gig 

around round about 2011 and we became friends.  I first heard Paul on a Guitarist Magazine CD, where 

he was demonstrating some new guitar amp or something.  I was just blown away by his playing, his 

using this really unusual and advanced arpeggio two-handed technique. 

So we stayed in touch and had the idea of doing a tour with three guitarists each doing a set, then 

coming together to play.  And that was the GB3 tour in about 2014 or so.  Myself, Paul Bielatowicz and 

Dave Brons; also with Simon Fitzpatrick, who’s a genius bass player. 

 

Palmer’s Stick player, yes. 

I think it was pretty much round that time that Paul was on tour with Carl Palmer and the promoter had 

put together this Classic Legends of Rock tour, which featured the Acoustic Strawbs, just this 3-piece 

lineup they have, Carl Palmer’s band and Wishbone Ash. 

During the tour, Dave Cousins had asked Paul if he knew any keyboard players, because they were 

supposed to be doing this full electric band Strawbs tour a few months later.  And Adam Wakeman, Rick 



Wakeman’s son, was the Strawbs’ keyboard player at the time; but he got this massive tour with Black 

Sabbath.  So they were looking for someone to replace him, and Paul recommended me. 

So I went to one of the gigs on the tour and really hit it off with Dave Cousins; we got on really well.  And 

then the next thing I knew, Dave rang me up and said, “Oh, do you mind if I come up to your studio?  

I’ve got some ideas for a new song.”  So he came up to my studio and we spent a couple of days working 

on this really long track which became “The Ferryman’s Curse”, which is the title track of the Strawbs 

album that came out in 2017 or so. 

So even before we’d actually played live, we’d done some writing together.  And Dave was really 

pleased with my approach, because I was very familiar with all of the keyboard players who’d previously 

been in Strawbs, and about the whole genre of music.  And so as it turned out, the tour that he’d asked 

me to do was cancelled because then Dave got this illness.  It ended up being the first gig I did with 

Strawbs was at the beginning of 2016 on Cruise on the Edge. 

And then we toured pretty extensively from then up until 2019, and then obviously the pandemic shut 

everything down.  Although we did manage to produce the new album called Settlement during the 

pandemic, all done remotely.  But then, just a few weeks ago, Dave announced his retirement from 

playing live.  So it’s unlikely there’ll be any more Strawbs gigs.  We did one in September, which was 

great, it was a big open air festival.  So that was a nice one to go out on.   But Dave certainly hopes to do 

more writing, so I’m expecting there’ll be another Strawbs album, hopefully that I’ll be involved with, at 

some point. 

 

That would be great.  And the one other project I’m curious about is the Downes Braide Association.  

How did you start working with them? 

Yeah!  Well, I met Geoff Downes actually on Cruise to the Edge in 2018.  A friend introduced me to him 

and we really hit it off.  I always wanted to have a chat with him, because I knew that he went to the 

same music college that I did.  He was there a few years before I did, so we never met.  And we both had 

the same piano teacher, a fantastic jazz pianist called Bryan Layton.  So when we were on the boat, we 

just chatted about old times at Leeds Music College a lot.  And Geoff’s a really nice, down to earth guy.  

He saw my first gig with Lifesigns, which was also on Cruise to the Edge, and Yes’ manager Martin Darvill 

was also there.  Martin’s been a good friend of John Young’s for a long time, so Martin came to a 

Lifesigns gig a year or so after that. 

And then, actually it was toward the end of 2019 and I was on tour in the US with Paul Bielatowicz; we 

did a duo tour.  And I got this call early one morning; and it was Yes’ manager Martin Darvill asking if I 

was free to do a couple of gigs the following February with Downes Braide Association.  Cause they’d 

previously done a live album and some recording that had Dave Colquhoun playing guitar, Rick 

Wakeman’s guitarist; he’s been with Rick for years.  So it turned out that Rick was doing a new album, 

the one about Mars [The Red Planet] about the time that they had these two DBA gigs booked, and so 

Dave couldn’t do them.  So I think it was a combination of Geoff having seen me and Martin having seen 

me with Lifesigns, and they asked if I’d like to do the gigs. 



So I ended up doing these two gigs – and quite poignantly, this was in February 2020, pretty much just 

before the lockdown.  And David Longdon, who was with Big Big Train, guested with us on those two 

gigs, so that was really nice.  So I was very sad, obviously when he passed away. 

 

As was I; I was able to interview him before he passed, and he seemed to me a true gentleman. 

Yes, yeah, he was great!  Very talented, great voice. 

So after those gigs, they went really well.  And a month or two after that, Chris Braide from DBA was 

kind of twiddling his thumbs during the first bit of the lockdown wondering what to do.  And Geoff had 

sent him a whole folder of new instrumental ideas and suggested doing a new DBA album.  So Chris 

contacted me asking if I’d like to play on a track – and it ended up me playing on the whole album 

[laughs], not only playing guitar but contributing a lot on acoustic instruments.  Cause I’d listened to 

previous DBA albums and thought they were really good, but I could really hear the sound of 12-string 

guitars and things like that, lots more acoustic influence as well as the kind of more poppy, proggy 

influences. 

 

And if I’ve got that right, that would be on the Halcyon Hymns album? 

That’s right.  Yeah, Chris and I really hit it off as well musically.  It turned out that he’s a massive fan of 

Genesis; so whenever I’d send him a 12-string part, he’d say, “Oh, can you put 12-string on this as well?”  

[laughs] I managed to sneak in some bouzouki and mandolin on a few tracks as well.  There are really 

great songs on that album, so I was really happy to be involved in that. 

So the last three months I’ve been working on a new DBA album; I’ve literally just finished the last few 

overdubs.  And that’s gonna be called Celestial Songs.  Roger Dean’s been working on the cover of that 

again, which is quite amazing. 

 

Well, that will be something to look forward to.  Beyond that, and beyond To The Far Away, are there 

any other projects in the pipeline that you can tell us about – say, in the next year or so?  And I guess a 

related question would be: what is the outlook for live shows at this point?  Maybe not right away, 

but in the future. 

As far as live shows, we have got 5 UK dates booked with Lifesigns in April, and then Cruise to the Edge 

as well in May.  So, fingers crossed that’ll all happen!  But it is a really uncertain time and a lot of tours in 

the UK have been cancelled.  Because I think people are reluctant to buy tickets while they see the 

Omicron thing exploding.  But it’s calming down a bit, so maybe by April, people will feel more secure 

about going to gigs and that. 

I’ve sort of put off – because myself and Sally were supposed to be doing a big UK tour in 2020, which 

was obviously cancelled.  And we managed to reschedule a few of those dates for last summer, but 

we’re kind of holding off until maybe later this year, to see how it goes, as to whether to try and rebook 

Dave and Sally gigs. 



 

And as you’ve probably observed, it’s a very similar situation here in the States.  In between trying to 

stay free from the illness and stay in the COVID bubble, unless you’ve got the resources of a band like 

Genesis, it’s very hard to do while touring.  So there’s certainly that concern, and then there’s the 

concern of “Are people going to come?” 

The first big gig that wasn’t even mine last year was Steve Hackett; I went to see Steve Hackett.  And 

they did a really big tour and it all went well because they were really strict about keeping the band and 

the crew in the bubble.  So they weren’t doing meet and greets and that. 

Like few weeks later, I went to see my friends Focus play a small club gig.  When you’re playing in a small 

gig with the audience who are only a few feet away, it’s much harder to stay in that kind of bubble.  We 

went out for a meal and that was all great!  But then about two weeks later the whole of their band and 

crew came down with COVID, so they cancelled the last part of the UK tour. 

 

As you say, challenging times no matter what.   

Because of all the uncertainty, I’m actually thinking at the moment – my solo albums have come out 

with quite big gaps in between them up until this point.  Largely because I’ve been working with other 

people in between and having to find ways to make a living as a musician.   

But at the moment I’m just looking at starting a Patreon page, which is a way for people to subscribe 

and have a closer relationship with musicians and composers.  And we can kind of take the journey 

together.  Because the problem is, being a musician, particularly when there’s no touring, is there’s no 

steady income.  But I’m really thrilled with how To The Far Away has been received, so I’m keen to do 

another solo album as soon as I can.  So I’m hoping that maybe through Patreon I can find a way to be 

able to fund that and actually sustain a living while I’m writing music and releasing it.  Yeah, that’s the 

plan at the moment! 

 

Well it’s been a wonderful interview; you’ve given me so much information and I’m really grateful for 

it.  Is there anything else you’d like to say to the readers of Progarchy before I turn the record button 

off? 

It was nice to discover the website!  And I think it’s through people like you that people can discover 

great new music.  I mean, there’s some fantastic albums coming out, and so many of them just go under 

the radar these days.  So I’d just encourage people to not just listen to all the classic prog bands, but 

really take the time to listen to all the new, upcoming bands.  And spend money on supporting them and 

buying their releases!  I just bought a great album the other day by a UK band called Lost Crowns.  You 

should definitely check those out; they’re quite experimental, but super-original music.  And there’s so 

much about, but it just needs people to be able to find it and discover it and support it. 

 



Well, we’re glad we can play that part, certainly for your album.  As I said, I thoroughly enjoyed that; 

I’m looking forward to getting my own copy of it, and I wish you the best with it, as well all your other 

endeavors.  So thanks so much for talking to me! 

Yeah; been a pleasure.  Thank you! 


