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Where are the beards and ponytails? - Tales of the
Finnbrit Folk Club 1965 - 2025

by Anthony Shaw with more than a little help from Jukka Lindfors © Finnbrit 2026

The Helsinki International Folk Club —more often referred to as the Finnbrit Folk Club —
is quite a significant but rather ephemeral element of the Society's history, although even its
name is subject to speculation and debate. At one time, it was known as The Parcel of
Rogues which was also the name of the women's choir that started there in the 1990s. It
was for many years based in Puistokatu Ib, the home of the Finnish-British Society, now
transferred to its current premises in Fredrikinkatu 20b. Over the decades, it has been run
by a variety of people though even the concept of 'running it’ is debatable, since it has always
been a rather anarchic disorganised entity, especially by Finnish standards!

The 1960s

In 1964, the waves of the American and British folk music revival, spearheaded by the
Kingston Trio, Peter Paul & Mary, Bob Dylan and others, began to be felt in Finland for real.
It was Juhani Joutsenniemi*, who had visited folk clubs in London and Brighton, who
organised a series of "Hootenanny" nights at the Helsinki International Student Club during
the summer. But what he really wanted was to run a regular club, open for non-students as
well. At some point, he had attended a monthly singalong at the Finnbrit and thought the
premises suitable for the purpose. In spring 1965, he contacted the Society, and a weekly
folk club, the first of its kind in Finland, was scheduled for a period of eight weeks.

The Hootenanny Folk Song Club, opened in April 1965. It had an open-stage policy so
anyone could get a turn to sing. Almost all the pioneers of the Finnish folk boom performed
there: Joutsenniemi's own Hootenanny Trio; the Finn Trio; the Fourparty featured in the
picture at the top of the |00 page; the mixed-gender trio Anki, Bosse & Robert; Heikki
"Hector" Harma with his Folk Song Trio; Guldgurkorna (another trio!), and lots of others
(not all of them trios). There were visitors from other cities as well.

Maybe sixty people could be squeezed into the elegant, wood-panelled Clubroom, some of
them sitting on the floor. The performers, singing in front of a large tiled stove (pdnttéuuni),
were almost in physical contact with the audience. No alcohol was served in those days
(except some beer for the bands), but in pictures you can see people smoking. "It was a
small space, smoky, crowded and hot, but the atmosphere was heavenly", says club member
Esko Rahikainen*. He has compared the mood to the "purity and excitement” of the early
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Christian congregations. The audience, mainly university and high school students, sang
along and beat out the rhythm. Every club night ended with a hand-in-hand singalong of the
classic American civil rights anthem "We Shall Overcome”.

Anki, Bosse, Robert, picture by Esko Rahikainen

Guldgurkorna, picture by Esko Rahikainen
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This first Folk Club spurt was very short, however, coming to an end in June 1965.
Joutsenniemi and others were out for bigger premises: their club opened in another location
the following autumn.

-

Hootenanny trio, picture by Esko Rahikainen

The 1970s

This is where the origins blur, since most people involved in the club have moved on
physically or spiritually and few of those reputed to have performed there will actually own
up to it! The 1970s was a decade in Britain, America and Finland when acoustic music was
penetrating the pop charts (think, among others, of Lindisfarne or Steeleye Span in the UK
and the Eagles or Joni Mitchell in the States), but where the ethos of youthful rebellion was
less present in the songs. The Vietnam War ended in 1974/5 and gone were the days when
American draft dodgers were found in Scandinavia, and when singer-songwriters with their
own guitars were the epitome of cool. A lot of singers certainly had a highly critical stance
against US politics but the same people, and even some of the communist youth, could still
appreciate American culture, especially their democratic folk traditions. Although protest
songs were still sung at Puistokatu, meeting up and singing was becoming less of a point of
protest and more a form of self-penned entertainment.
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Into this scenario stepped a young Oxford graduate, with experience of running a club back
at university, who noticed the enthusiasm for English and American music among the youth
in Finland, as well as the potential to tap into this at his workplace: the Finnish-British
Society. This was David Fletcher*, a one-time teacher/secretary at Finnbrit, nowadays a
semi-retired lawyer but long-term friend of Finland. One particular song he remembers was
spurred by his attempts to learn Reino Helismaa’s Etana Asialla. There were other Finnish
friends coming down to Puistokatu, like wind player Sakari Attila, as well as a link with the
English language programme run by YLE called Start, run by Seppo Korhonen. Another
young Oxbridge graduate teacher working in Helsinki, Neil Hardwick, also remembers time
spent at the Folk Club but, in his words, “memories are clouded, possibly by the cheap
beer!” (1) It's probable that this period was the heyday of the old Folk Club since, along
with the crowded venue, some up-and-coming celebrities were also seen on the premises
including Heikki Harma and Ralf Henrik Lindholm, later known in the media as Hector and
Dave Isokyna Lindholm.

Tom Kuchka was a critical figure in the development of bluegrass music in Finland, running
his own workshops (Toimela Gatherings) but also involved in the Finnbrit Folk Club.
Seasoned contemporary guitarist Kari Pulakka*™ remembers being taken by his guitar
teacher, Tom, down to Puistokatu as a young novice in 1978 where there was a
heterogenous mix of players, not only bluegrass. This is a polite way to describe the
amorphous entity that the Folk Club was in those days (and frequently still is), being
described by an active member from that time, Bill EIms(2), as a place with “a total absence
of any noticeable attempt at organisation”. This was not only a reflection of the variety of
young players that gathered there but also of the anti-authoritarian spirit of the times.
Finland was still quite a divided country: many were inheritors of the pre-war communist
legacy and strongly anti-American, and many of the young foreigners in Helsinki were
themselves very critical of traditional America (3). Helsinki was still a place where foreigners
were few and far between: “it was a time when spotting another foreigner on the street,
you would go up and introduce yourself to them!” says Barry White*, a regular participant
at this time.

Nowadays, still resident in Helsinki, Barry can reel off a list of names of people he
remembers from those times: all men! He acknowledges David Fletcher as the instigator of
regular meetings in Puistokatu in the early 1970s when the Finnish-British Society still
functioned partially as a social club for the staff of the British Embassy. There was a corner
with a barman and drinks, probably originating from a diplomatic source, at a time when it
was an absolute rarity to drink in a social environment where one wasn’t obliged to sit at a
table and be served by a frosty, black-clad waiter! Despite these rather lofty connections,
Barry maintains that the Folk Club was also a place where beginners were encouraged to
quell their nerves and take the floor, as it still is in the current century. Both he and | can
thank the Club for offering a supportive milieu in which to test our own musical ambitions.
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One man who didn’t quite fit this first-timers mould was Harald Burgan. Sent over from
London to set up a recording studio in Helsinki, he already had considerable guitar contacts
in the entertainment world, and a thick skin to go with it! There were other fine musicians
who went on to achieve credits in both Finnish and foreign spheres. Arthur Spencer was a
name that many people quoted, a very good guitarist keen to join with other people, who
made a name in the New York folk scene when he returned there in the early 1980s. And
Finnish guitarists Antero Jakoila and Jussi Raittinen were participants from this decade who
featured prominently in the Finnish popular music industry at the turn of the century.

A final name to add to this decade of Folk Clubbers was one that continued to feature up
until his death in 2022, Joe White*. His story is detailed elsewhere in the Finnbrit archives
but suffice to say, Joe was a regular attendee and more importantly a reliable contributor of
songs, from the late 1970s until shortly before his passing. By then, his old Aria guitar had
been exchanged for a selection of electric instruments, and his repertoire had continued to
expand, even including some Pink Floyd songs in the later years. In 2026, he is still
remembered with affection and amusement: he could be a cantankerous old curmudgeon,
but he sang the blues like an angel.

The 1980s and 90s

This is where | do have some limited experience but very vague memories of activity at
Puistokatu. My first trip down there was, | think, in 1986 when the two resident Whites
were nominally in command: Joe and Barry. The glory days of the previous decade had fallen
by and stadium rock was now a well-established feature of the music scene worldwide and
in Finland. The number of participants on that particular occasion can be numbered on one
hand, and the atmosphere there was distinctly cool: a large, empty, dark space with two
acerbic guitar-wielding Brits in residence. | had never performed anything musical on my
own, and it was a while before | tried again, but this is where it started!

The 1980s are remembered by another young teacher in Finland, Christine Swanborough.
She had been a keen singer in English folk clubs before moving to work at the International
School in Helsinki. She writes: “The Folk club was very important to me when | first moved
to Helsinki in 1983 and during the next few years, as were the Finnbrit players (the English
language drama group). Actually, the Folk Club had lapsed for a bit and, when | asked
around, people told me to talk to Joe White*. He and Barry agreed to start up the Folk
Club again if we continued to support it. There was an American teacher at my school (ISH)
who was also keen. | remember names like Peter Abbot, Sylvester Mazarella and a Dutch
guy called Jos Fonk with whom | used to sing sometimes. (Ed: Jos was renowned for full
renditions of Don MacClean’s multi-verse song Vincent, during which the audience would
jokingly attempt to distract him from remembering all his lines, usually unsuccessfully.) The
leader of the British Council in Helsinki, Dave Kirwan, used to come along and would do
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some unaccompanied singing. | always remember Joe White singing the poignant Amelia
Earhart song. Of course, the big story is that | met my husband Christian Nielson (a founder
member of the Irish/Finnish band Korkkilalka) there. It must have been the winter of 1983-
84. He always used to say it was love at first sight, falling in love with my voice across a
candle-lit room.”

My own participation was very occasional in this time, up until the turn of the century, but |
did witness the female choir Parcel of Rogues, which had its origin in the Club when it was
run in the 1990s by the teacher/secretary Jan Robertson. Like her predecessors at Finnbrit,
her involvement dovetailed with her work there but, unlike the years when the club was run
by men with guitars, Jan introduced a more vocal-orientated repertoire, as well as a more
disciplined approach to participation, going around the room encouraging each person to
‘do something’! The gang of female singers that she organised performed at events at
Finnbrit, and occasionally at events around Helsinki for a year or so.

Other notable artists who were known to have performed in the 1980s-1990s were the
Finnish band Tarujen Saari, a medieval revivalist band (later to try heavy metal style), who
travelled from Hartola to entertain us. Their singer, Kaisa Saari, sang like a lark. During the
same decade, a large group of Russian singers came along. They had been performing in the
streets of Helsinki and someone had invited them down to Puistokatu. Before starting, they
warned the audience that they would be loud and they rocked that room to its core,
despite the presence of small babies and toddlers! Another memorable attendee was a
Chinese professor of music, visiting Helsinki for a seminar. She brought along her traditional
sanshin (or shamisen) and, in our ignorance, it was rather challenging to know when she was
performing or just tuning up.

The New Century: new premises and new Carriers of the Key

Obviously, over previous years, the Folk Club had gone through some changes but, unlike
the hosts (the Finnish-British Society), they were unplanned and rather gradual. New
teachers had come and gone and singers' and musicians' interest waxed and waned. In the
new premises on Fredrikinkatu, the same characteristics continued although, by 2000, the
role of the internet was making its mark. An email list of regular members was compiled,
and reminders were sent out. It didn't actually make for much change in the predictability of
who was coming, but occasionally people registered the fact that they weren't going to
show up! One regular at this time was Sirpa Paakkonen*, a journalist on Helsingin Sanomat.
When she listed the Folk Club in the newspaper’s events section (Minne menna tanaan), the
room would quickly fill up and we’d be sitting two deep after scrounging extra chairs from
the adjacent classrooms. “It was a place where a regular Finn, like me, could sit and mix with
foreigners, or just sit and enjoy being part of a kind of community that accepts all and every
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participant, and encourages them to make a contribution of some sort. | started reciting
some of my poems there.”

Some new faces were now entrusted with carrying the keys. In addition to turning up on
time to let people in and welcoming new faces, the only official duty the Carrier of the Keys
needed to perform was to hang around, often until midnight, to get rid of everyone and lock
up. Among the various hosts early in the century were Leslie Quagraine, Peter Knight, Scott
Linden and myself. Some beer was usually bought beforehand for sale, but by now there was
no need to create temporary memberships for non-members to circumvent the strict
licensing laws in Finland. The small surplus on the beers sold sometimes covered their cost,
but there was frequently a shortfall. Such was the nature of the club that no particular
culprits were pointed at, and the money was made up by the hosts, putting it down to
inattention on the part of the singers.

The early years of the new century continued much as before, with new people appearing
every so often, and typically disappearing before too long, leaving a core of 10-12 who
appeared with some regularity. One face which was there consistently without fail was Joe
White. Despite the relative success of the band he had started —Dog in a Bucket, appearing
at the Kaustinen Festival in 1999 and many local events around Helsinki— Joe was always
pushing through the old mahogany doors in Fredrikinkatu loaded with a guitar or three, a
pile of song sheets (sometimes in files; sometimes not), and increasingly other paraphernalia
for the evening in a large blue lkea bag. The songs were as varied as his tastes, including
material from the old blues greats like Leadbelly and Robert Johnson, more humorous ones
like Plastic Jesus or the doleful Amelia Earhart. Christian (Krisu) Nyman was another familiar
face from Joe's early days in the 1970s, who didn't share Joe's sardonic and sometimes
caustic humour, but started to share his own Finnish songs with us again in the 2020s,
occasionally alongside a similarly aged Folk Club veteran, Stani Steinbock. Stani now lives in
Aland, so visits to the capital and the Club are rather rare. Nowadays, he no longer focuses
on American folk but, rather, his own songs accompanied with a kantele. Check his music
on Spotify!

Although Joe later came to rely on an electric guitar to propel his songs, it wasn’t he that
introduced electric instruments to the meetings but a group of young secondary school
players who were ferried onto the premises by one of the fathers. If | remember correctly,
they sang two or three songs in English accompanied by bass and electric guitars, and maybe
some drums tho' | have no recollection of them. What was memorable wasn't the volume
or feedback, but the simplicity of their accompaniment. | had never heard an electric guitar
played with such delicacy and restraint. Less was definitely more on that evening.
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The

Folk Club

(A

If you like to sing,

play an instrument,

or just like to listen,
join us at The Folk Club.
First Friday of every month.

Puistokatu 1, H:ki 8.30 p.m.

Folk group TSAKKU will perform
Friday 4-May-2001. 10mk entrance fee.

A handout from 2001 featuring Leslie Quagraine's ‘Moonman’ logo
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Over the years, the Directors of the Society had tolerated the non-remunerative Folk Club
with varying degrees of enthusiasm but accepting it as the most consistently member-
focused activity to be held on the premises. Very occasionally, one of them would come
back to work on a Friday evening and savour the chaos taking place in 'their rooms'.

One significant development happened around 2012/13 when, probably by default, a new
Carrier of the Keys took over. The new key carrier came from the ranks of the other
Friday evening activists, the Helsinki Morris Dancers, who had just started to meet on the
first Friday of each month, just before the Folk Club. Although the new Carrier of the Keys
wasn’t a musician, she was a keen dancer (American square dancing especially) and, more
importantly, an irrepressible lover of live music: Cynde Sadler*.

Live music is an essential ingredient of Morris dancing. Since its origins, the tradition has
always been to perform at various public events. In England and elsewhere, live music has
always created a strong connection between the musicians and the dancers, so it wasn’t
surprising that there would be some overlap also at Finnbrit. The official and most regular of
the Morris musicians, John Millar, was and still is a frequent attendee at the Club, even
occasionally whipping out his clarinet to join an appealing tune. As in many British music
clubs, at Finnbrit there is a strong crossover between folk arts such as Morris dancing,
drama, Mummers plays, and live music on Every First Friday!

While other participants disappeared to follow new musical or professional projects, Cynde
who was the one who regularly turned up, sat through the whole evening, and then locked
those mahogany doors without leading a single song. A child of the artistic 1960s, Cynde
had, and still has, her toes firmly in the acoustic music tradition of North America, as well as
that of Finland through her involvement in the Swedish folk dance world in
Helsingfors/Nyland. Since the second decade of the new century, Cynde has been active at
both the Folk Club as well as the Society itself, proving that the Finnbrit Folk Club is much
more than a ragged collection of Finns and Brits raking over their musical heritage, but also
a focus for performers and participants of all nationalities and all degrees of musical
competence.

Recordings from 2009-2010 come to light

The state of play in the early years of the new century described above, was little more than
a collection of vague personal memories combined with a pinch of thoughts from a few
other participants. This situation changed radically over the course of a few days in 2025
when one of these participants mentioned that he knew someone who was in contact with a
participant from those bygone days but who was no longer on any of the current mailing
lists. Enter Perttu Lipsanen®.
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The DIY Singers

It turned out that Perttu was the one being who had taken it upon himself to compile a
considerable record of those chaotic evenings of music and mirth by making audio
recordings. There are versions of songs by Tom Waits and Joni Mitchell as well as more
obscure Finnish writers. My own memory of this time is very hazy, testified by my listening
to a number of these recordings and realizing that | hadn’t been there! | do, however,
remember one evening when someone was clambering around the room with long wires
and microphones, large headphones clamped to his ears, all plugged in to the laptop on his
knees. At the time, it was a subversion of the anarchic, improvisational character of the
evening, raising more than an eyebrow among some participants.

Folk Club audio recording | [mp3]

Folk Club audio recording 2 [mp3]

Folk Club audio recording 3 [mp3]

Folk Club audio recording 4 [mp3]

Folk Club audio recording 5 [mp3]

Folk Club audio recording 6 [mp3]

Folk Club audio recording 7 [mp3]



https://finnbrit.fi/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/FolkClub1.mp3
https://finnbrit.fi/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/FolkClub2.mp3
https://finnbrit.fi/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/FolkClub3.mp3
https://finnbrit.fi/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/FolkClub4.mp3
https://finnbrit.fi/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/FolkClub5.mp3
https://finnbrit.fi/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/FolkClub6.mp3
https://finnbrit.fi/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/FolkClub7.mp3
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Folk Club regulars circa 2014 including the two Whites with guitars, Joe and Barry

The variety of music and the quality of some performances is awesome. Maybe standards
have slumped since then, or maybe distance from those times makes the heart fonder. Most
of the singers attending those nights have moved on, some from this earthly realm, others
just from Helsinki. In any case, nowadays the perpetrator of this intrusion into the creative
flux of the evenings (aka Perttu) can only be praised for providing a second-by-second
witness to the musical contributions of five evenings over the winter of 2008-09. He was
also a contributor in his own right: the old Finnbrit upright piano had never sounded better
than when coaxed by his fingers into a soulful version of Procul Harem’s Salty Dog. Perttu
Lipsanen: | salute you! By the way, the veteran, often out-of-tune piano, has now been
replaced by a pitch-perfect electric version and, to my ears, is frequently too loud for the
small room. Something of that hands-on feeling has maybe been lost; or has time just moved
on!
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Music of the people, for the people and by the people.
If you sing, play or just listen, join us at the ‘Folk Club’.

Active in Helsinki for 40 years. Perform, sing-a-long,
recite, any kind of music or poetry, in any language.
Blues, Bach or poetry, an ideal venue to give it a go!

Date: Friday 1 March 2013
Friday 5 April 2013

Time: 20:30 h

Place: FINNBRIT / Finnish-British Society
Fredrikinkatu 20 A 9, Helsinki.
Ring Finnbrit’s doorbell.

1€ entrance fee,
refreshments available.

oLQ

A flyer from 2013
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Have guitar (or mandolin), will travel, picture from 2017 by Leslie Quagraine

Some summing up

Current member Jukka Lindfors* remembers: "My wife Mirva and | began frequenting the
Folk Club around 2019. It was (and has been to this day) a curious but entertaining mix of
people and styles and musical abilities. Joe White was still coming during our first years; we
shared a taste in blues and Buddy Holly. Just before his death, | got the chance to see his
personal exhibition of unique DIY instruments built out of scrap. Then there was another
older guy, an Australian called Gerald Steinmetz, always gentlemanly dressed, singing old
music hall or Tin Pan Alley standards, usually in a wonderful baritone voice.”

Jukka added some details: "Also, there were singalongs of Abba, the Beatles and the
American Songbook; a cappella versions of German Schlagers; strange sounds from
Northumbrian pipes; Finnish folk and popular songs; ancient British ballads, jigs and reels;
folk/gospel/country/rock classics or obscurities, performed on flute, tin whistle, harmonica,
clarinet, piano, fiddle or whatever other string instrument - not to mention the Folk Club
guitar which | think someone once actually managed to get in tune” (Ed — more or less!).

"Every performance, from tentative to excellent, is greeted with similar excitement and
applause. So, the Club is also a good place to try out new material etc. In recent years,
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there have been some nice spinoffs too, most notably the Underfoot Folk Club concerts in
2023 and 2025 arranged by Club regular Alex Mayhew-Smith and featuring groups more or
less connected with the Club."

What binds us all is a love of live music shared between performer and audience, where
even the physical distance between the two is eliminated and where rich interaction
between the two is regularly repeated. The arrival of smart phones has facilitated an even
greater connection between all in attendance, with an innumerable number of English
language song lyrics available at the swipe of a screen. The first Friday of March, 2025, was
no exception, including masterly musicianship at times. On this occasion, a nerve-wracked
beginner’s initial cacophony was overcome by the audience's encouragement and, at their
repeated performance, ascended to full-blown collective excellence. That doesn’t happen
every time by any means, but at every session there is one or maybe more songs that hit
the mark which, together with the collective ambience, make for a genuinely heart-warming,
rewarding evening. It's really not so different from 1965!

Interviews by email, telephone and face-to-face with thanks to the following persons:

David Fletcher — founder of the first regular Folk Club meetups, on the premises of the Finnish-
British Society in Puistokatu la

Juhani Joutsenniemi — Finnish folk activist and member of HELY
Esko Rahikainen — author, photographer and Finnish folk activist and member of HELY

Bill EIms — sometime Director of the International School in Helsinki and active organising the Folk
Club in the 1970s

Mike Vollar — 1970s participant

Leslie Quagraine — former Folk Club organiser, current keyholder and faithful participant

Joe White — long-term Folk Club enthusiast and latterly probably the most regular participant
Christine Swanborough — regular performer in the 1980s

Jukka Lindfors — Finnish archivist and regular participant and performer 2019 — 25

Sirpa Paakkonen — Helsinki journalist and published poet and author

Kari Pulakka — guitarist and youthful attendee in the 1970s

Barry White — regular performer in the 1980s and 90s

Cynde Sadler — Finnbrit stalwart and indefatigable support to the Folk Club in the 21st century
Stani Steinbock — kantele player extraordinary and veteran Folk Club participant

Perttu Lipsanen — occasional performer and sound archivist in the early 21st century
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Notes

(1) Remembering the drinking climate of Finland at this time, when bars were strictly
policed by uniformed waiters pouncing on any empty glasses with an unfettered relish, the
easy-going atmosphere and modest prices were a distinctive attraction.

(2) See letter of November, 2025

(3) A performance of anti/imperialist American music at Kultuuritalo in the 1970s drew
considerable opprobrium to the Folk Club from the conservative founders and board
members of the Society, given that many of the artists performing there were Folk Club
regulars.




