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Run, John Timmie’s wife 
Run, the heir’s wife 

Run, married women, young and old 
The noisy things 

Hurrow the waddle 
Dim a dim a doddle 

Run, married women, young and old 
Dim a dim a doddle 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

1 
 
It is A.W. Moore in Manx Ballads and Music (1896) who provides the first printed 
reference to a seasonal and processional custom referred to here as Run! John 
Tommy’s Wife [p1]: 

The strange ditty, “Roie Ben sheen Tammy,” of which I give three versions, still 
lingers in Castletown. It is probably merely a fragment of the original song, the 
words having decreased in number, while losing their meaning. Mrs Ferrier says 
that the boys came round singing it at Christmas arrayed in sacks, and that they 
danced a sort of jig to the chorus which they sang very rapidly. 

“Mrs Ferrier” was properly Margaret F. Ferrier, the wife of Edward Ferrier, the 
Government Chaplain to the House of Keys, and she was one of a small network of 
collectors who gathered material for Manx Ballads and Music. Besides describing the 
custom, she also collected a version of the tune which appeared in a harmonised 
arrangement [t1]. 

The only other account comes from Dr John Clague published in Cooinaghtyn 
Manninagh: Manx Reminiscences ([1911]) [p2]: 

At Christmas young boys used to go about with their faces made black, and 
women’s white caps and aprons on them, dancing and singing, 

“Run! John Tommy’s wife.” 

Clague’s notes surviving notes read [ms1] & [ms2]: 

(1) 
Ree! Ben Juan Tammy 
Boys with their faces blackened—wearing white  
women’s caps and white aprons going about on the 
Houses singing & dancing Ree Ben Juan Tammy. 

 
(2) 

Ree Ben Juan Tammy 
Local song & dramatic dance 
Boys with blackened faces—wearing old fashioned white night caps with long 
[white] strings—dancing before the doors or in halls or houses. 
also white aprons 
These four passage are the sum total of what there is to hand about Run! John 

Tommy’s Wife. Nevertheless, despite the brevity of the descriptions, the outline of 
the custom is clear. The participants were young males, attired in part as females 
(though Ferrier has them wearing sacks), and with their faces disguised by being 
blackened. They went about on house visits over the Christmas period, there to 
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dance and sing a rhyme, the first line of which names the custom. It is a particularly 
localised custom in the Island, being performed (or known) only from Castletown. 

Of “[t]he strange ditty” in Moore’s own words, he provides four (not three as he 
wrote) versions in Manx Ballads and Music [s1]–[s4]. Four individuals are credited as 
the source: T.E. Brown, the Anglo-Manx poet [s1], the Rev John Kewley, Vicar of 
Arbory [s2], J.C. Cannell [s3], and Margaret Ferrier, wife to the Government 
Chaplain and helper to Moore [s4]. Cannell cannot be readily identified, although 
there is a suggested match in the 1891 census for a John Cannell, a retired shoemaker 
aged 76, and living in Colby Village in Arbory. 

“The verses are all nonsensical” wrote A.G. Gilchrist in 1924, [p3] and Moore had 
earlier dispaired of finding any sensible meaning in the texts he had to hand, with 
[s3] being “[m]ore corrupt than Nos. 1 and 2” [ie, [s1] & [s2]), and with [s4], “[s]till 
more corrupt, and, except the first two lines, quite untranslatable.” As Gilchrist put 
it simply, “[t]he verses are all nonsensical.” Another two texts come from the 
collection of Dr John Clague [s5] & [s6], along with two tunes [t2] & [t3]. 

Clague’s texts and tunes are not present in the tune books now deposited in the 
mnhl. [s6] & [t3] are to be found as a copy in a transcript made by Deemster J.F. 
Gill of the pooled collecting of Manx folk songs in the 1890s by the Gill brothers 
(W.H. Gill being the other Gill) and Clague. [s5] & [t2] surface in the Gilchrist 
edition of selected titles from the Clague Collection that appeared in the Journal of 
the Folk-Song Society between 1924–26. Again, the originals cannot now be found. 
Against [t2] the annotation reads, “Noted by Mrs Clague.” This is the first and only 
mention that Margaret Clague, Dr John Clague’s wife, ever collected anything. 

 
* 

Brought together here is the material as regards Run! John Tommy’s Wife and taken 
from print [p] and manuscript [ms] sources.This is followed by the texts of the songs 
[s] and their accompanying tunes [t]. As an appendix are scans of the pages from 
Clague’s notebook ([ms]). 
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§1  
 

PRINTED REFERENCES 
 

1 

 
[p1] a.w. moore, manx ballads and music (1896) 

[xxi] The strange ditty, “Roie Ben sheen Tammy,” of which I give three versions, still 
lingers in Castletown. It is probably merely a fragment of the original song, the 
words having decreased in number, while losing their meaning. Mrs Ferrier says that 
the boys came round singing it at Christmas arrayed in sacks, and that they danced a 
sort of jig to the chorus which they sang very rapidly. 

A.W. Moore, “Introduction,” Manx Ballads and Music (Douglas: G. & R. 
Johnson, 1896), xiv–xxx, see xxi. Notes: (1) It is under the title of “Roie 
Ben sheen Tammy” that it is entered in the list of sources (xxx), but it 
appears on the contents page (v), and in the body of the work (62–63), as 
“Arrane ny Mummeryn” (‘The Mummers’ Song’). (2) Four texts appear 
and not three and are reproduced here as [s1]–[s4]. (3) For the tune, see 
[t1]. (4) Margaret Ferrier (1835–1907) contributed two tunes to Moore’s 
Manx Ballads and Music, “Roie Ben sheen Tammy” and the second 
version of “Hop-tu-naa Manx Ballads and Music (1896), xxxiii, xxxiv.  

 
[p2] dr john clague,† cooinaghtyn manninagh (n.d. [but 1911]) 

[15] At Christmas young boys used to go about with their faces made black, and 
women’s white caps and aprons on them, dancing and singing, 

“Run! John Tommy’s wife.” 

Dr John Clague,† Cooinaghtyn Manninagh: Manx Reminiscences By the 
Late Dr John Clague (Castletown: M.J. Backwell, n.d. [but 1911]), 15. 
Notes: (1) For manuscript sources, see [ms1] & [ms2]. 

 
[p3] a.g. gilchrist, “songs from the isle of man” (1924) 

[180] At Christmas, says Dr Clague in his Manx Reminiscences, young boys used to go 
about with blackened faces, and wearing women’s white caps and aprons, dancing 
and singing the above. The custom “still lingers” (1896) in Castletown, according to 
Mr A.W. Moore. “Mrs Ferrier says that the boys came round singing it at Christmas, 
arrayed in sacks, and that they danced a sort of jig to the chorus, which [181] they 
sang very rapidly.” Mr Moore prints a tune for this “Mummer’s Song,” as he calls it, 
and four versions of the words, which he thinks represent a fragment only of the 
original song. The verses are all nonsensical, and it appears to me that the tune was 



§1 printed references 
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originally one of the old triple-time jigs or hornpipes in a running measure of six 
quavers (three crotchets) in the bar, �tied with words for use as vocal dance-music. 
Such nonsense verses are called in Scotland “puirt-a-beul,” ie, “mouth-music.” The 
reel of “Gillie Callum” has a similar nonsense-jingle attached to it, and several 
examples will be found in Miss Tolmie’s Skye collection in the Journal. 

At the same time, the version above given looks to me like a corruption of Norse 
rather than Gaelic words, reminding one of Norse jingles preserved in Shetland. It 
seems possible that the boys were really performing the last relic of some custom-
dance or sport of married women, for the most translatable version runs: 

“Roie, ben Juan Timmie, 
Roie, ben jeh’n eirey; 
Roie, mraane phoosee, aeg as shenn, 
Ny reddyn boiragh. 
Hurrow the waddle, 
Dim a dim a doddle, etc” 
 

(‘Run, John Timmie’s wife 
Run, the heir’s wife, 
Run, married women, young and old, 
The noisy things. 
Hurrow the waddle, etc.’) 

The third and fourth lines of another version run: 
“Ree, yn spudda veg as shedyn, 
Redyn builyn boiragh.” 

and the fourth version has “Drim” instead of “dim” in the refrain.—A.G.G 

A.G. Gilchrist, “Songs from the Isle of Man (Part i),” Journal of the Folk-
Song Society vii.28 (1924), v–xvi & 99–198. See, No. 73, “Christmas 
Mummers’ Song-Dance: ‘Re, Ben Yan Tammy!’ (‘Run, John Tammy’s 
Wife!’),” 180–81. Tune and words, 180, with commentary, 180–81. Notes: 
(1) The texts in the body of the piece are taken from Manx Ballads and 
Music (1896). 
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§2 
 

MANUSCRIPT ACCOUNTS 
MNHL, MS 952 A  

 
1 

 
[ms1]  dr john clague, “manx folk lore” (undated [1892 or after]) 

Ree! Ben Juan Tammy 
Boys with their faces blackened—wearing white  
women’s caps and white aprons going about on the 
Houses singing & dancing Ree Ben Juan Tammy. 

“Manx Folk Lore,” notes compiled by Dr John Clague (1842–1908), 
undated [1892 or after], mnhl, ms 952 a. Note: (1) Material in this 
notebook subsequently appeared in Cooinaghtyn Manninagh: Manx 
Reminiscences By the Late Dr John Clague (Castletown: M.J. Backwell, n.d. 
[but 1911]), 15. [p2] 

 
[ms2]  dr john clague, “manx folk lore” (undated [1892 or after]) 

Ree Ben Juan Tammy 
Local song & dramatic dance 
Boys with blackened faces—wearing old fashioned white night caps with long 
[white] strings—dancing before the doors or in halls or houses. 
also white aprons 

“Manx Folk Lore,” notes compiled by Dr John Clague (1842–1908), 
undated [1892 or after], mnhl, ms 952 a. Notes: [As above]. 

 
L 
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§3  
 

SONG TEXTS 
 

1 
 

1896 

(1) 
[s1] Manx Ballads and Music (1896) 62. Text supplied by T.E. Brown. English 
translation on p.63. 

 
 1 Roie, ben Juan Timmie 
  Roie, ben jeh’n eirey 
  Roie, mraane phoosee, aeg as shenn 
  Ny reddyn boiragh 
 5 Hurrow the waddle 
  Dim a dim a doddle  
  Roie, mraane phoosee, aeg as shenn 
  Dim a dim a doddle 
 
translation 
 1 Run, John Timmie’s wife 
  Run, the heir’s wife 
  Run, married women, young and old 
  The noisy things 
 5 Hurrow the waddle 
  Dim a dim a doddle 
  Run, married women, young and old 
  Dim a dim a doddle 
 

(2) 
[s2] taken from Manx Ballads and Music (1896) 62. Text supplied by Rev. John 
Kewley. No English translation follows. 

 
 1 Roie, ben jeh’n Timmie 
  Roie, ben jeh’n eiragh 
  Roie, ny phoosee beg as shenn 
  Ny reddyn boiragh 
 5 Harrow dthy woddle 
  Dimma, dimma, doddle 
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(3) 
[s3] taken from Manx Ballads and Music (1896) 62. Text supplied by J.C. Cannell. 
No English translation follows. 

 
 1 Ree, ben jeh’n Timmie 
  Ree, ben jeh’n Ira 
  Ree, yn spudda veg as shedyn 
  Redyn builyn boiragh 
 5 Ho ro the waddle 
  Dim a dim a doddle 
  Ree, yn spudda veg as shedyn 
  Dim a dim a doddle1 
 
  1 More corrupt than Nos. 1 and 2. 
 

(4 )  
[s4] taken from taken from Manx Ballads and Music (1896) 62. Text supplied by 
“Mrs Ferrier,” ie, Margaret Ferrier. No English translation follows. 

 
 1 Ree, ben shenn Tammy 
  Ree, ben shen Era 
  Ree, a spit a veg a 
  Shuna reg as birra 
 5 Ho ro the waddle 
  Drim a drim a doddle 
  Drim a drim a doddle 
  Ree, as spit a veg a 
  Drim a doddle, drim a drim a doddle1 
 
  1 Still more corrupt, and, except the first two lines, quite untranslatable. 
 

 [ 19 1 1 ]  
 

[s5] Dr John Clague,† Cooinaghtyn Manninagh: Manx Reminiscences By the Late Dr 
John Clague (Castletown: M.J. Backwell, n.d. [but 1911]), 15. 

 
  Run! John Tommy’s wife 
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1924  
 

[s5] A.G. Gilchrist, “Songs from the Isle of Man (Part i),” Journal of the Folk-Song 
Society, vii.28 (1924), v–xvi & 99–198. See No. 73, “Christmas Mummers’ Song-
Dance: ‘Re, Ben Yan Tammy!’ (‘Run, John Tammy’s Wife!’),” 180. According to 
Gilchrist, “Noted by Mrs Clague.” This can only be Margaret Clague (died 1911), 
the wife of Dr John Clague. The original is not to be found amongst the Dr John 
Clague tune books, mnhl, ms 448/1–3 a and ms 449 b. 
 

 
 1 Re, ben Yan Tammy 
  Re, ben Yan hira! 
  Re a spittag beg a, 
  Shanna regan bira. 
  [or Ree a spit a veg a 
  Shu na reg as bira] 
 
 5 Hurra the waddle, 
  Dim a doodle doddle! 
  Re a spittag beg a, 
  Shanna regan bira. 
  [or Ree a spit a veg a 
  Shu na reg as bira] 
 

[undated] 

 
[s6] the original collection | of | manx folk music | [rule] | made by | his 
honour the deemster gill | mr w.h. gill & dr. clague | completed in 1895 & 
1896. mnhl, ms 09702, Deemster J.F. Gill Papers, Box 1. Bound up and paginated 
in 1912 by Mrs Lucinda Gill. The original is not to be found amongst the Dr John 
Clague tune books, mnhl, ms 448/1–3 a and ms 449 b. 

 
  Ree! ben Juon Tammy 
  Ree! ben yn eir-ey 
  Ree! yn spidhag beg ayns shen 
  Ree! yn bwoirey: 
  Din a doodle, din a doodle 
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§4 
 

A .W.  MOORE 
MANX BALLADS AND MUSIC 

(1896)  
 

1 

 
 
[t1] Collected by Margaret Ferrier. Plate on 255. Plate title: Arrane ny Mummeryn 
(Mummer’s Song). A.W. Moore, Manx Ballads and Music (Douglas: G. & R. 
Johnson, 1896). 
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§5  
 

THE DR JOHN CLAGUE COLLECTION 
 

1 
 
[t2] the original collection of manx folk music (mnhl, ms 09702) 

 

 
 
the original collection | of | manx folk music | [rule] | made by | his honour 
the deemster gill | mr w.h. gill & dr. clague | completed in 1895 & 1896. 
mnhl, ms 09702, Deemster J.F. Gill Papers, Box 1. Bound up and paginated in 1912 
by Mrs Lucinda Gill. Notes: (1) The manuscript also contains copies of tunes 
collected by their collaborator, Dr John Clague, and sent on in batches. These have 
the prefix c followed by the batch number, ie, this is the eigth tune from the first 
batch sent by Clague. (2) The original is not to be found amongst the Dr John 
Clague tune books, mnhl, ms 448/1–3 a and ms 449 b. 

 
* 
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[t3]  a.g. gilchrist, “songs from the isle of man (part i),” jfss (1924)  

 
 
A.G. Gilchrist, “Songs from the Isle of Man (Part i),” Journal of the Folk-Song Society, 
vii.28 (1924), v–xvi & 99–198. See No. 73, “Christmas Mummers’ Song-Dance: ‘Re, 
Ben Yan Tammy!’ (‘Run, John Tammy’s Wife!’),” 180. Notes: (1) The original is not 
to be found amongst the Dr John Clague tune books, mnhl, ms 448/1–3 a and ms 
449 b. 
 

L 

 



 

10 

APPENDIX ONE 
 

DR JOHN CLAGUE 
MANX FOLK LORE 

MNHL, MS 952 A  
 

1 
 

(1) 

 
 

(2) 

 
 

 “Manx Folk Lore,” notes compiled by Dr John Clague (1842–1908), 
undated [1892 or after], mnhl, ms 952 a. Note: (1) Material in this 
notebook subsequently appeared in Cooinaghtyn Manninagh: Manx 
Reminiscences By the Late Dr John Clague (Castletown: M.J. Backwell, n.d. 
[but 1911]) See [p2]. 

 
* 
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* 

comparison between ms 952a and cooinaghtyn manninagh 

 
(1) 

notebook 
Ree! Ben Juan Tammy 
Boys with their faces blackened—wearing white  
women’s caps and white aprons going about on the 
Houses singing & dancing Ree Ben Juan Tammy. 

 
(2) 

notebook 
Ree Ben Juan Tammy 

Local song & dramatic dance 
Boys with blackened faces—wearing old fashioned white night caps with long 
[white] strings—dancing before the doors or in halls or houses. 
also white aprons 

 
published 
At Christmas young boys used to go about with their faces made black, and women’s 
white caps and aprons on them, dancing and singing, 

“Run! John Tommy’s wife.” 
 

L 
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