
 

 

 

 

Awkward times… and old times 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I recently (April 2020) recorded a song of mine called Awkward times (the link to the 

video is near the end of this piece). All on my own (like everyone right now, in lockdown 

as we are), I had to put the whole thing together without any accompanying musicians, 

and no one to manipulate the camera or anything. To use a well-worn cliché (what one 

linguist of note calls ‘lexical zombies’), it nearly did my head in. Still in the end, it was 

worth it, if only for my ego’s sake. A hungry beast, that ego. 

How it all started 

When I arrived in Mexico, aged twenty four or five, I was clutching a new Martin D28 

guitar. I had dreamt of owning one of those and bought this one in San Francisco as I 

headed south with my girlfriend in a car (which we had bought in the same city) over the 

border in Nogales, and pointed south, down towards Mexico City, the place of her birth 

and her parents’ home. I was going there to teach English. 
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I got a guitar for Christmas when I was eleven. I had wanted one ever since the music 

teacher at my prep school had started playing and, admiring her with a kind of puppy-

dog devotion, I was desperate for one too. Thank you, Mum and Dad, it was the best and 

most long-lasting gift I ever received. Not the guitar, itself – that has long gone – but 

‘guitar’. I now have eight of them! 

At first I played pop songs, then fairly simple folk-song chords and then, at university, I 

found myself sitting a few feet away from some of the finest folk guitarists of the age, 

like Bert Jansch, and it changed my playing completely. Post university I played in clubs 

in London and unsuccessfully tried to make a career as a singer-songwriter. Later I 

trained as an English language teacher. Now here I was, suddenly, in Mexico, with my 

new Martin which had survived the desert sun and even the Mexico traffic! Indeed the 

first presentation I ever did at a teachers’ conference was in a city called Tampico where, 

of course, I played the guitar! 

 

How it continued 

Over the years since I kept on singing and writing songs, though the advent of young 

children kind of put a stop to that – well it put a stop to the folk club life style, anyway. 

Back in the UK I went classical after a bit, took up the viola and started playing in string 

groups and orchestras (not very expertly, but with enthusiasm to compensate), and the 

guitar faded from my life. And then, later, because I met a (now) very good friend of 

mine, the violin virtuoso Steve Bingham, I started doing music and poetry shows with 

him and had to pick up a guitar for the two songs we put in our first show. And that 

brought me back to my first great musical love! 

 

Where it is now 

Since that first show with Steve, about fifteen years ago, I have gone back to the guitar 

with renewed passion and interest. My playing (skilful, but limited) is much better than 

it ever was in my twenties. I have continued writing songs and – how the wheel turns – 

playing folk clubs, including playing with a string sextet backing lead by Steve! In our 

current straightened circumstances (As I said I am writing this in April 2020) I organise 

twice weekly ‘Lockdown Folk’ sessions online and try to keep my playing going. In the 

past seven years, I have made four CDs, two of which (And then we will sing, Looking for 

signs) are there for anyone to listen to on Spotify – or buy!!! I hope this music-making 

never stops. Well, I hope all of it never stops! 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So, back to Awkward times. I actually wrote the song a bit before COVID-19 made its 

unwelcome appearance, but a few weeks into lockdown it just seemed perfect for the 

isolation we are experiencing, so here it is. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7TlCeDv_2Qc 

 

Postscript 

Of the things I have loved in my life, the guitar, the girlfriend-then-wife-then-not-wife!, 

and Mexico feature prominently! I recently wrote a song about the third of these, a kind 

of love song. Here, then, are the lyrics of The eagle and the serpent*. 

 

I crossed the border into Mexico 

I had hair like Jesus Christ (hey it was years ago) 

I watched Nogales fading in the rear-view glass  

Headed south for adventure and whatever might come to pass 

And the skies were clear and blue, there was magic everywhere 

From the mountains and the desert, in the water in the air  

Mexico, in a heartbeat I was yours! 

The eagle on the cactus with a serpent clutched firmly in its claw 

We went to Acapulco, saw the divers, heard the surf 

In the time before the bad stuff when we lived and loved and laughed 

Saw the dancing in Oaxaca, the hilltop ruins and that big tree 

Climbed the pyramids of Yucatan. We were young and good and free 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7TlCeDv_2Qc


And the history of gods and men, a mythology of wonder 

The desert sun, volcano ice, the approach of distant thunder 

Mexico, it was you that I adored; 

The eagle on the cactus with a serpent clutched firmly in its claw 

There’s colour and there’s music, there’s laughter but there are tears 

The carefree bell rings liberty, but you can smell the bitter fear 

From the shame of Chinameca to the Tlatelolco stain 

The drug war deaths, the violence, God here it comes again 

Now there’s Ayotzinapa a name of loss and grief and rage  

The violence of injustice that some poor people face 

Mexico, sometimes you’re like a mad world without laws! 

The eagle on the cactus with a serpent clutched firmly in its claw 

The years move on regardless, the stories fade and heal 

Sometimes the past seems so extraordinary you can’t believe it’s real 

They say you can’t go back, you can’t stay still, even a country has to move 

it carries all its history, sure, but there’s still so much to prove. 

And me? I’ll keep on going back for the past and future too 

Like a drugged up fix of memory, the excitement of the new. 

Mexico, I just keep on wanting more; 

The eagle on the cactus with a serpent clutched firmly in its claw 

 Mexico! (hey Trump don’t build that fucking wall) 

The eagle on the cactus with a serpent clutched firmly in its claw 

Mexico, in a heartbeat I was yours. 

The eagle on the cactus with a serpent clutched firmly, tightly, in its claw. 

 

 

*The title and last line of each verse describes the Mexican flag. 

 

 
 


