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The Top Half Folk Festival 
a brief history
 The Top Half Folk Festival (THFF) is one of the longest running annual folk 
festivals in Australia. On 14th March 1971 the then new Central Australian 
Folk Society (CAFS) staged a very successful outdoor concert at the old 
Overland Telegraph Station as part of Alice Springs' centenary celebrations. 
The following year the Top End Folk Club hosted its Northern Territory Folk 
Festival in Darwin over the Easter weekend. Although written records are 
scarce, it is assumed that TEFC, CAFS and the (Mt) Isa Folk Club (IFC) agreed at 
this festival to hold an annual event on the Queen's Birthday weekend in June, 
to be called the Top Half Folk Festival, to rotate between the three locations. 

The 1973 THFF in Alice Springs was the first to be advertised from the start as 
such but it was also decided that the 1971 Alice Springs Centenary concert 
would be retrospectively immortalised as THFF 1; similarly, the Easter 1972 
Darwin festival became THFF 2. 

The THFF then commenced its annual rotation between Alice Springs, Darwin 
and Mt Isa. This continued until 1998, after which the IFC dropped out. 
Exceptions to the three-way rotation occurred in 1981 when the THFF was 
staged at Townsville, 1990 and 1994 (Katherine) and 1997 (Jabiru).  

The rotation became an alternation between the Top End and Central 
Australia from 2000. When CAFS was unable to stage the 30th THFF in 2000, 
a committee, made up of members from the Top End Folk Club and the 
Katherine and Jabiru clubs, organised the first of Top Half’s series to be held 
outside a major town at Mary River Park, (now Mary River Wilderness Retreat). 
The festivals have continued very successfully here in even years. CAFS staged 
the 2001 Festival at Ooraminna Bush Camp on Deep Well Station, south of 
Alice Springs. Since 2003 the odd years have seen it successfully staged at 
the spectacular Glen Helen Lodge in the Western MacDonnell Ranges.  



The festival has been an important 
event for Northern Territorians 
attracting people from all over the 
NT and interstate.  Over the years 
the THFF has inspired musicians to 
advance their musical ability,  
to write songs about the NT and 
to take their music to national 
and international stages. The 
festival has always nurtured young 
musicians and offered those living 
more remote the time to connect 
with others in music, encouraging musicianship and sharing  
skills, which is a focus for folk festivals Australia wide.  

The pandemic caused the suspension of the 50th THFF last year but such is 
the determination to keep the NT’s only folk festival alive that we welcome 
you to the second attempt at the 50th THFF in 2021 and trust you will enjoy 
the music, the opportunity to share music with each other and the vibe of this 
beautiful location. 

Peter Bate
Peter Bate was at the first Top Half Folk Festival, along with Scotty Balfour  
and Helen Bate so he knows a thing or two about the Festivals through the 
decades. He has compiled a brief history of the Top Half Folk Festival currently  
available for sale, with an intention to expand this to include all 50 years  
to produce a book.  

If you are interested in acquiring this publication when completed,  
please leave your contacts at the Festival desk or email:  
secretary@topendfolkclub.org 



Key nt performers 

Feature presentation
Bill Yidumduma Harney – Bush Professor and Ted Egan AO are both 
national treasures, having spent a lifetime learning and telling stories 
of Australia, the country, its people and its culture.  

Bill Yidumduma Harney is the senior elder of the Wardaman 
people whose traditional lands are near Katherine and he grew 
up in the ‘Bush University’. Bill has travelled widely throughout 
Australia and internationally as a master story teller, songman 
and artist promoting his cultural heritage.  

Throughout his life he has worked extensively as a stockman 
and as a crocodile hunter, buffalo hunter, fisherman and 
fencing contractor.  He still keeps busy today conducting 
cultural tours on his traditional lands. 

Ted Egan left the family home in Melbourne as a young man 
and found his way to Darwin where he immersed himself 
in the Top End life and culture. During his extensive travels 
throughout the NT and beyond he took the opportunity 
to observe and learn about the people, their culture, their 
experiences and their lives. These observations have found 
their way into a plethora of Ted’s songs and stories.

Ted and his ‘fosterphone’ have been met with both national 
and international acclaim. He brings to life and immortalises 
the characters that most people never have the chance  
to meet.

The Desert Fiddle Club  has been a passion of Karen 
Jackson’s for the past five years and through that time 
she has seen many new faces.  As senior students leave 
school or people move from Alice Springs, others 
move in, keeping the club vibrant and inspirational 
for participants. This wonderfully enthusiastic group 
ranges in age from 11 years to adults and provides a 
valuable learning and sharing outlet for all ages and 
stages of musicianship. Karen’s passion is to introduce 
musicians to the folk music community, to grow 
musical talent and create a positive environment  
where everyone is welcome.



The Shavings of Alice Springs consists of twelve 
men from all sides of the tracks who will warm and 
beguile you, intrigue and cajole you with their thrilling 
collection of songs old and new from all over the 
world, in four part harmony. These men, good and 
true, between them, have lived in Central Australia for 
several centuries. The founding fathers first gathered in 
2012 and in 2013 became The Shavings. Now the boys 
are a tight knit vocal ensemble with a sound forged in 
the desert heat. With their football club song days far 
behind, they combine profundo gravel with ethereal 
tenor, defying genre boundaries and conventional ideas 
of musicality. 

Barry Skipsey,  Singer-Songwriter-Photographer, lobbed into 
Darwin in 1976. The plan was to explore the NT for six weeks, 
then head back to Melbourne to study Fine Arts at Uni.  
Forty- five years later he’s still here in the Alice. Coupled with 
songs of life, love and family, his songwriting is diverse and 
captures the colour and character of this Island Nation. Whilst 
his work as a professional photographer has been award 
winning, he’ll be the first to tell you, “music is the passion and 
friendships forged through music in the Territory are most 
definitely nourishment for the soul.”    

Terry Piper  started playing guitar at high school in Alice 
Springs and has been dabbling in music ever since. He relates 
that,“Long ago various NT folk clubs allowed me the challenge 
of playing on stage, which I have valued and been encouraged 
and inspired by; these include Lynn Baker in Jabiru, Paul 
Stewart, Paul Lawler and Rob Muller.  I love the emotion that 
comes from playing music, the mutual encouragement from 
playing with others and the achievement when your fingers 
do what you want.  I have not often written songs so don’t 
consider myself a songwriter, but my song ‘Big Bill’ came into 
my head and just needed writing to tell an important story and 
it kind of wrote itself.”     



Dave Evans walked to Australia from England (that’s what he 
tells us) arriving in Alice Springs, January 1972. He continued 
walking down to a folk session at the folk club cottage behind 
Araluen and they have been trying to get rid of him ever since! 
Early solo performances at folk club nights led to non-existent 
fame with local group The Flat Five and then in 1979 he 
became a founding member of Bloodwood, wrote a lot of great 
songs and sang them around the country and the world.  A life 
member of the Central Australian Folk Society, he has helped 
organise all things folk for over 40 years and has loved every 
minute of it.  

Noel Gardner and Alex Bridge from Maleny Qld, engage 
the hearts and minds of audiences with their beautifully 
harmonising voices and accomplished guitar playing wherever 
they perform. Noel is an emotive singer-songwriter whose 
award-winning original songs remind us of both the beauty 
and injustice of the world. Alex is a former Darwinian, 
performing with bands such as Prickly Heat and No Strings 
Attached back in the old days. They will be joined by former 
Darwinian, Richenda Bridge, in a feature presentation of  
songs written by Richenda’s partner, the late great Paul Lawler.    

Sally Balfour  is the daughter of Central Australian folk music 
royalty, so it is little wonder that she has found her way to the 
stage as a singer-songwriter. While the isolation and extremes 
of the NT loom large in her song writing, Sally’s music  
connects on an individual level. The last two years has seen  
Sally release her first ever singles, as well as her debut kids’  
album ‘Clara Crocodile’.

“Sally Balfour’s voice has a resonance that just draws you in and 
keeps you captivated. Balfour is that special breed of folk singer 
who is able to entrance an audience with just a guitar and her 
beautiful voice” - Timber and Steel

Key nt performers 



 Jeff Corfield has been involved in folk music for over 50 years 
as a sometime performer, song writer, organiser, collector and 
researcher. Over 40 years of this has been spent in Australia’s 
Top Half, from the Kununurra to Darwin and now Townsville, 
all of which spurred a strong interest in top end folk music 
traditions and influences.  Jeff’s other major passion is home 
brewing, which commenced in Darwin back in 1985 and 
has flourished ever since. His passion for folk and brewing 
combined in 1995 when he first introduced his now infamous 
Worts ‘n’ All sessions.   

Bob Sharp  (Pommie Bob) was influenced by Ralph McTell, 
Bert Jansch and Fairport Convention. In 1974 he moved to 
Australia’s NT linking with musicians in Tennant Creek and 
Alice Springs.  He is a unique performer and guitarist which 
was exemplified when he and Ken Ferguson formed the 
highly entertaining group Facial Expressions producing three 
albums.  Bob continued as a solo performer, recording ‘Times 
I’ve Tasted’ and in 1988, together with writer Barney Foran, 
composed music for ‘Come Hell Or High Water-the Northern 
Territory Rock Opera’ which toured extensively in the NT.  
Bob now resides in Tasmania, performing as the Huon Guitar 
Collective with other guitarists.

Phil Gray has been playing, singing and telling stories about 
his beloved homeland, Australia. Sitting on the front fence 
outside his Uncle Bill’s home in Kalgoorlie, as a 5 year old, 
waiting for ‘The Wild Colonial Boy’ to ride past. “You wait there 
mate; he comes past here at a quarter to four every afternoon”. 
What chance did a kid have! …From the famous band Loaded 
Dog to his current carnation (no not condensed milk) with his 
son Josh, as Warralakin, music is an integral part of his life.   
At this festival Phil will also pay tribute to Ken Ferguson, writer 
of many songs from Central Australia. Hear the Stories, Smell 
the Dust, Listen to Music.   

David Alleway first came to the NT for the 1980 National Folk 
Festival attending his first THFF at Mount Isa in 1984 and over 
the years has been a regular visitor to the Northern Territory.  
Probably best known for his Celtic harp playing, he is a multi-
instrumentalist and singer and can usually be found, still 
standing, at the end of the last session of the evening. At this 
festival he will again be playing with McBlues and also paying 
tribute to ‘Old Father Folk’ Chris Buch with whom he worked 
on the Australian Folk Trust in the early eighties. 



Friday

saturday PRESENTATIONS

Greetings and
Registrations
On the Front Deck

Welcome Concert
The Boat’s Ashore, Sean Roche,  
Dave Oakes, Noel Gardner & Alex Bridge
At the Concert Site

Feature presentation 
Two Old Timers, Ted Egan and  
Bill Yidumduma Harney tell a few  
Territory stories you won’t want to miss
At the Marquee

10.10 - 11.25

Official Opening

10.00

The Poets Breakfast hosted by  
Peter McDonald - everyone gets an  
opportunity to tell a few yarns, share 
poems and stories  
On the Front Deck

8.45 - 9.45

3.00- 5.00 7.30 - 9.00

11.30 - 12.45
Round Robin - A Celebration of  
NT Songs and Songwriters with Barry 
Skipsey, Bob Sharp, Terry Piper, Dave Evans,  
Noel Gardner and Alex Bridge with  
Richenda Bridge (perform Paul Lawler songs)                      
At the Marquee

8:30 - 9:30
Yoga with Julie Bring your yoga mat or 
towel and spend an hour of zen to kick start 
your day.
On the bottom lawn 

1.45 - 3.00
Hosted by Dave Evans and Scott Balfour, 
the legendary Folk Quiz will once again 
feature two teams who will battle for the 
prestigious “Winners are Grinners” trophy.
Music and mayhem, fun and laughter, and 
proof that the people involved really do 
know folk all about folk music. 
At the Marquee

5.15 - 6.30 - DINNER
Dinner Dance led by The McBlues Band
On the lawn behind the concert setup

3.00- 5.00
Afternoon Concert 
Crocodile Country                                                           
David Bowers 
Peter Bugden 
Colin Smiley  
The Randoms   
At the Marquee                                                                               

7.30 - 11.30
Evening Concert
Fiddlesticks 
Stan & Bec Gottschalk
Crystal Robins 
The Shavings
Phil Beck 
Bob and Scotty 
At the Concert Site 

Overlapping times Overlapping times



WORKSHOPS

KIDS

11.30 - 12.45

3.00- 5.00

11PM - LATE
SAT/SUN

3.00- 5.00

1.45 - 3.00

1.45 - 3.00
Kevin Parsell will present a workshop on 
“Flatpick” guitar techniques for beginner 
to advanced level. Focusing on, “Why 
Rhythm is Everything when learning to play 
guitar!” Explore jigs, reels, songs and how 
rhythm works in Celtic, Swing, Bluegrass 
and Old Time music styles. Showing rhythm 
as the crucial element so you can progress 
quickly! Bring an acoustic guitar, flatpick  
and enthusiasm.  
On the Front Deck

T-shirt Printing Bring your T-Shirt or  
singlet and print the festival design with 
Melody O’Meara. Kids printing is free.  
Adults $10.00 per shirt
On the Bottom Lawn

Meet Martin Goreing to fill a paper bag with 
sand and add a candle ready for the evening 
concert. Martin has a few other surprises, so 
stick around.
Meet at the Top Lawn

Jeff Corfield has a passion for home 
brewing and his Worts ‘n’ All sessions 
celebrate the brewer’s art in song, verse, 
yarn and of course tasting. Worts ‘n’ All is 
interactive and welcomes contributions in 
song, verse, yarn and brews. 
At the Top Lawn

1.45 - 3.00
Richard Grace will show you how to really 
understand your ukulele in his teaching 
about finger picking, alternate major and 
minor chord formations, chord substitutions 
and the cycle of 5ths. 
He will take that teaching to the next step 
with everyone learning a trad jazz tune, 
common jazz chord progressions also used 
in folk and pop music and the differences in 
ukulele tuning. Bring your ukulele.                 
In the Conference Room

‘Musical Babes’ with Sally Balfour. 
Children’s song with a folk twist, for the 
little kids and the grown up kids! Songs 
to get feet stomping and hands clapping! 
From classics to quirky originals to some of 
Sally’s tracks from her debut album Clara 
Crocodile. A space to dance your sillies out!
At the Camp Kitchen                             

saturday

Join an informal session around the Campfire with Kevin McCarthy 
Or on the Front Deck to sing and play the night away

BBQ lunch and dinner will be served on the lawn near the pool.



sunday

monday

PRESENTATIONS

Round Robin - A Celebration of NT Songs and 
Songwriters with Jeff Corfield, Ted Egan, Sally 
Balfour, Phil Gray (performing Ken Ferguson’s 
Singing Wire) Dave Alleway (performs Chris 
Buch’s Johnny Stewart Drover)     
At the Marquee

10.00 - 11.15
11.30 - 12.45
Themed Presentation - A Soupçon of 
Septics with Paul Stewart. Paul Stewart 
and his band of singers will deliver a 
presentation of Americana stories  
and songs.
At the Marquee

1.45 - 3.00
Join The Shavings to get your  
voices loud and lubricated.
At the Marquee                 

3.00- 5.00
Afternoon Concert
The Desert Fiddle Club, Campbell the 
Swaggie, Peter Lenne, Gone Troppo 
Dancers, Wee Bit, Guy Nichols  
At the Marquee       

7.30 - 11.30
Evening Concert 
South Of The Berrimah Line 
Barry Skipsey, Warralakin
Sally Balfour , Bob Sharp 
The Mc Blues Band
At the Concert Site 

1.00- 1.30 - LUNCH 
EP Launch and showcase: 
Crystal Robins
On the Front Deck

WORKSHOPS
11.30 - 12.45

1.45 - 3.00 9.30 - 11.00

Specialist Workshop 1               
Old Timey Banjo with Stan Gottschalk
At the Camp Kitchen           

Specialist Workshop 2
The Desert Fiddle Club with Karen Jackson 
will lead us through some Celtic tunes.
In the Conference Room       

Scottish Fiddle Techniques with Diane 
Gaylard and Jean McConnachie giving 
fiddlers the opportunity to take tunes to 
the next level. Explore the ornaments used 
in Scottish fiddling and how they can be 
incorporated into tune playing.
In the Conference Room             

Farewell Concert  
Rob Muller and Terry Piper
Timber & Steel  
Ted Egan
At the Marquee

KIDS

11.30 - 12.45

Anne O’Dea gets crafty with the Kids 
On the bottom lawn

1.45 - 3.00
‘Music Jam for Little Ones’ with Crystal  
Robins. An interactive music experience  
for kids and grown up kids with singing,  
movement and playing with percussion. 
On the Bottom lawn

The Poets Breakfast hosted by  
Peter McDonald - everyone gets an  
opportunity to tell a few yarns, share 
poems and stories  
On the Front Deck

8.45 - 9.45

8:00 - 9:00

8:30 - 9:30
Yoga with Julie Bring your yoga mat or 
towel and spend an hour of zen to kick start 
your day.
On the bottom lawn 

Mary River boat cruise Spend an hour 
on the beautiful Mary River, enjoy wildlife, 
birds and croc sightings. See Reception for 
availability, bookings and pricing.

Overlapping times Overlapping times



workshop artists and performers 
Diane Gaylard and Jean McConnachie both have rich and 
diverse musical experiences. Diane played highland bagpipes 
in pipe bands for many years before taking up Scottish small 
pipes and fiddle. She played for many years with the Melbourne 
Scottish Fiddle Club (MSFC) and with David Alleway as Drop 
of Scotch specialising in traditional Scottish music.  Jean also 
plays with MSFC and has a rich history playing in many genres 
and styles. Her latest venture – apart from McBlues-ing – has 
been to perform in the Royal Edinburgh Military Tattoo with the 
Shetland fiddle group Hjaltibonhoga.   

Stan Gottschalk was born in the US and emigrated to Australia 
in 1970, moving to Tasmania in 1975, where he’s been ever 
since. He has been playing guitar, banjo and fiddle for over 
60 years, with particular interest in southern American ‘old-
time music’. Up to the 1980s he performed solo at clubs and 
festivals. In 1988 he formed The New Holland Honey Eaters 
string band and they continue to perform at folk festivals 
around Australia.  Stan sets the music in its social and historical 
contexts, specialising in themed performances with topics 
running from the Civil War to Early Country Radio.  

Scotty Balfour and Dave Evans were founding members of 
Bloodwood in 1979 where they wrote a lot of great songs 
and sang them around the country and the world.  They are 
life members of the Central Australian Folk Society and have 
been key organisers of all things folk in Alice for over 40 years.  
Every year at the Top Half Folk Festival they like to test our folk 
knowledge to see if we know more than them, so the folk quiz 
has become a regular and loved event.   

Paul Stewart  has been a member of the Top End Folk Club 
almost from its beginning.  For 60 years, he has been an avid 
collector of folk roots and branch music from the English-
speaking world. His main focus has been American music 
- old-timey, folk, bluegrass, blues, vintage hawaiian, western 
swing and cajun. Over several decades, he has presented at 
least 50 interesting and informative themed performances 
at Top Half Folk Festivals, the National Folk Festival and 
Tamar Valley Folk Festival. Through these presentations, Paul 
contributes greatly to increasing musical knowledge about 
songwriters, musical styles and genres.   Overlapping times



kids workshops

Kevin Parsell sings and plays guitar in Bluegrass, Celtic and 
Swing styles. He has performed with Appalachian Heaven, 
Nine Mile Creek, solo and with his partner Maureen Beggs in 
Australia and overseas. He will be appearing with McBlues at 
this years 50th Top Half Festival. Feel free to approach him 
during the festival with guitar questions or to play a tune or 
two.

Richard Grace is well known as a bass player in the folk 
music world and is a regular session player at festivals around 
Australia. More recently he is known as a convert to the 
banjo, though probably not as a ukulele player. But his trusty 
baritone uke is never far away and for years has been his go-to 
instrument for learning songs and whiling away the hours on 
the couch playing old time singalong, rockabilly, jazz classics 
and that song he just heard on the bus.

Anne O’Dea  has worked on community art projects and enjoys 
inspiring participants of all ages to create art.  Anne’s career 
and personal life focusses on the natural environment which 
intertwines with her creative art projects, drawing inspiration 
from her love of wildlife and the natural world which are 
frequent themes in her work. Anne will lead the kids on an 
adventure to explore, collect and create art works from the 
grounds of the campsite. You never know what the final result 
will be!  

Melody O’Meara  is a southerner with an identity crisis. After 
being in the Territory for six years she is no longer sure how 
Victorian she really is. She has taught at the Ramingining 
School in Arnhemland, Darwin High School and is now not 
teaching, but working for the Australian Education Union NT.  
Melody is an enthusiastic recreational fiddler, contributing to 
community music through the Melbourne Scottish Fiddle Club. 
She is a key team member in the presentation of ‘Stringmania’ 
a traditional music camp in Victoria. Her ability to multi skill 
this weekend will see her take her creative and persuasive skills 
to new heights with the T-shirt screen printing workshop and 
participation in the Folk Quiz.



kids workshops

other performers

Crystal Robins a local emerging songwriter, bringing to the 
stage a sweet mix of acoustic folk, loops, harmonies and 
relatable lyrics.  She has played with numerous bands around 
Australia, notably performing for Vivid Live at Melbourne 
Cabaret Festival, Darwin Festival, Illawarra Folk Festival and 
more.  Mentoring opportunities include international star Toni 
Childs and supporting Wendy Matthews. She recently released 
her debut single ‘Wildfire’ which made it to No 6 on the AMRAP 
Community Radio Charts. Crystal is passionate about her work 
as a registered music therapist using music to promote health 
and well-being.

Martin Goreing  is a life member of the Top End Folk Club, 
contributing to the Top Half Folk Festival for more years than 
he can remember. He is seen regularly at music events with his 
designer lagerphone and bodhran and has been playing with 
the band Murphy and Friends for 20 years.  After many years of 
looking after sound equipment for the club he now prefers the 
label of ‘Candle Fairy’ at the festivals, so when you see candles 
(and perhaps lagerphones) popping up around the festival, you 
will know who has instigated it.  

Bob Barford and Scotty Balfour
Campbell the Swaggie 
Colin Smiley  
Crocodile Country 
David Bowers
Dave Oakes
Fiddlesticks
Gone Troppo Dancers 
Guy Nichols  
Peter Bugden
Peter Lenne 

Phil Beck
Rob Muller and Terry Piper 
Sean Roche 
South of the Berrimah Line 
Stan & Bec Gottschalk 
The Boat’s Ashore
The McBlues Band 
The Randoms
Timber & Steel
Warralakin 
Wee Bit



top half folk festivals



50 years of folk



The 2021 Festival is proudly sponsored by:  

With support from:
Hon. Ngaree Ah Kit MLA
Hon. Marie-Clare Boothby MLA
Hon. Lia Finocchiaro MLA
Hon. Paul Kirby MLA
Hon. Gerard Maley MLA
Hon. Lauren Moss MLA

Hon. Kezia Purick MLA
Hon. Warren Snowdon MP
Hon. Kate Worden MLA
Former MLAs Gerry Wood 
and Tony Sievers 

Top End Folk Club committee
President: John MacCartie, Vice President: Di Howard, Secretary: Vic Stephens, 
Treasurer: Tony Suttor 
Committee members: Peter Bate, Anna Grosvenor, Jayne Nankivell,  
Moyston Wright and Jenny Armour (ret’d)
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organising the Top Half Folk Festival. This festival has continued because of the 
dedication of those people to promote and grow the folk genre in the Territory 
and beyond. Some are no longer with us, and as we celebrate our 50th festival, we 
celebrate all the elements that people have contributed over the years and thank  
them for their passion and commitment.  

Volunteers
• The Top End Folk Club would like to thank the many artists who attend, perform   
 and present workshops at the festival. Your commitment, sharing of skills and   
 knowledge is greatly appreciated.  
• Jen Scott for the festival design.  Jen has produced her unique designs for the 
 ‘Top End’ Top Half Festivals for over 10 years and we always look forward to seeing   
 her next work of art.
• To the volunteers who give their time prior to and during the festival, your time and  
 effort is very much needed and appreciated.  
• Jayne Nankivell – without whom there would be no performers or program  
 – a huge thank you for everything you do and give.

 What to do when you are at the festival 
• Study the program early as there are multiple sessions during the morning  
 and afternoon.
• See the Mary River Wilderness Retreat Staff to book a boat tour on Monday, subject  
 to numbers.
• Want to take a self-drive boat out on the Mary River? Check with the staff about   
 boat hire. There are buggies available for hire too. 
• Most of all, immerse yourself in the fun, festivities, entertainment and MUSIC!!


