
Scarborough Fair/Canticle 

Parsley Sage Rosemary and Thyme 

 

I usually listen to music played through my headphones while I am writing and rewriting 
software.  My eyes catch the light dancing through tree branches.  Sometimes I am in 
our treehouse or on colder days looking through large windows from my office.  With my 
ears and eyes treated to pleasant distractions, the rest of me concentrates on work. 
 

Alas, any lyrics in the music clamor for the complete attention of my mind.  To prevent 
this, I usually listen to fiddlers playing dance tunes.  No lyrics – just music.  Fiddlers do 
not have images or thoughts in their toolbox, only a pounding rhythm.  Some days, 
when the writing is not really going anywhere, my mind says, “Screw the writing, let's 
just enjoy the music”.   Such an episode happened this week. 
 

I play old-timey fiddle.  Classic tunes like “Turkey in the Straw” or “Arkansas Traveler” or 
“Old Joe Clark” are what we play.  Over and over again we’ll play a tune.   We fiddle as 
fast as we can, hoping we are all in the same key.   We revel in the energy.  Calling our 
genre “old-timey” accurately captures the down-home, lack of sophistication found in the 
many old-timey fiddlers I have known.   
 
Tunes are learned from recordings or from other fiddlers.  I am the rare bird who reads 
music and for this I am made fun of. Other fiddlers say, “Aren’t you paper trained 
yet?”.  Of course, that is just misdirection because while I cannot quickly get a tune by 
listening, it is impossible for the other fiddlers to read music.   
 

I want to play music other than dance tunes.  I want to play along and use my fiddle to 
fill in and not just lead.  So, while listening to the fiddle playing in the background in 
many folk songs, I wonder,  “Could I play that part?”.  Sometimes I will play along with 
the recording.  If I am patient and do not overthink, I can get it.  
 

Which brings us back to this week where I was working and listening to Simon and 
Garfunkel.  Flowing arpeggios in their adaptation of “Scarborough Fair” were instantly 
recognized.  I grabbed my fiddle, warmed it up, and then played along.   “Parsley, Sage, 
Rosemary, and Thyme”.   It sounded good enough.  But, I could not get the tumbling 
lyrics out of my head.  The diagnosis is “classic earworm”. 
 

To me the words in the song were always a jumble of non-sequiturs.  They made no 
sense.  My analytic mind was doggedly in pursuit of understanding.   I went to the web 
for hints.   It seems that the original song retells an old fairy tale. 
 

In the tale, on a fine morning an elf spies a young woman walking along a mountain 
path as she heads to catch up with friends at the Scarborough Fair.  He is an elf.  Elves 
do what elves will do.  He just up and decides she will be his wife.  So, he declares to 
her, with elvish bravado, “You will be my wife”. 
 



She, however, is not too excited about the prospect of being an elf's wee wifey and flatly 
tells him, “No”. 
 

Taken a bit aback at her reluctance, but admiring her spunk, an offer is made.  To 
prevent her wifedom he makes conditions and lays out the terms of the deal. 
 

She must “Make me a cambric shirt…”  Now, Cambric is a dense woven fabric.  Its 
warmth made it very popular in the cold highlands and mountains. 
 

The shirt must be made, “ … on the side of a hill, in the deep forest green”.  Well, those 
are clumsy logistics for weaving, but doable. 
 

Elf continues.  “...Without no seams nor needlework.”.  Oh no, here is the catch!  How can 

you weave - not tailor - a shirt, out of a dense fabric no less, so it will perfectly fit the 
contours of a torso?  No loom, nor any device, could do such a job.  It is an impossible 
task. 
 

She thinks to herself, “Two can play this game”.  Now it is her turn to lay out the rules of 
the bargain.   Her terms to the elf begin with, “...find me an acre of land..”  Now the elf 
knows this is bad right off.  He is an elf, not a field hand or farmer who wants to raise 
crops to feed a growing family.   
 
The song continues as she sings, 
 “Reap it with a sickle of leather 
Parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme 
And gather it all in a bunch of heather” 
 

This game is now over.  Alone she goes to the Fair with a lighter step, a story to tell, and 
looking for a companion who will contribute his share to their family. 
 

A couple more thoughts.  Adding to the confusion are words from another song, 
“Canticle”, a stock anti-war tune about the pointless slaughter of war.  Its words are a 
different kind of fairy tale. 
 

The chorus of, “Parsely, Sage, Rosemary and Thyme” is sprinkled about judiciously.  As 
is the chorus,  “She once was a true love of mine”.  Those words warm my heart.  I shift 
the tense to the present instead of musing on the past.  And I sing it all day while I think 
of a fine woman.   “She is a true love of mine”. 
 

 


