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Newsletter of the Howth Singing Circle, October, 2005

‘Atin’, Drinkin’ & Other Divarshuns

Charlie Costello and Antoinette Daly gave us a great night on the theme of ‘Atin and Drinkin’. The other ‘divarshuns’ were largely left to Victor Byrne who disappeared into the night with Marilyn! Enough said, Victor. Apart from Marilyn, there were many amusing prizes – Agnes getting the heads of cabbage and sack of spuds! Not sure who won the Slag Hit [which we think was a Serbian version of Angel Delight!]. The songs were varied with Declan Fay again getting closest to the theme. Over thirty-five people sang on the night and everyone had a virtually continuous smile on their faces. It was an occasion of terrific fun and enjoyment. Charlie’s singing and recitations will live long in the memory. Himself and Antoinette were very good hosts for the night.

Wha’ssername & Wh’assisface
Anne Parsons and Declan Fay led a great night of ‘songs with names in’. A wide variety of song styles and genres indicated how broad and provocative the theme was. Declan’s own songs were, as ever, true to the theme but many others provided imaginative interpretations. Nan and Jack harmonised beautifully; Graham O’Mahoney revived ‘Peggy Gordon’; Margaret Conroy charmed; Jery O’Reilly brought us the nefarious and precarious Johnny Doyle, The Forgetful Sailor; Dave O’Connor, who still expected a night of piping songs, rendered ‘The Piper Of Dunbroe’; and, our two visitors from Nenagh, George Henderson and Mick Scanlan sang ‘The Day We Lost The Train’ and ‘Champion At Driving Them Crazy’. As someone was heard to say, ‘you never hear a bad singer, do you?’ In addition to our Tipp visitors, Eugene McEldowney brought along two Belfast Folk Club guests, Fergus and Brendan. Great night. 

Songs Of Old England

Vera Rickard and Victor Byrne brought many on a wistful journey through their audial memories of the golden days of English folk music. Watersons, Nic Jones, Pentangle, Steeleye Span, Maddy Prior – these were just some of the famous artists whose songs were heard. Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh and Charles O’Neill provided recitations. Again over thirty singers provided rich variety and constant entertainment. Our singing barman, James O’Rourke, once again came in late on to steal the show. Good man, James!

Open Night
Johnny Nolan and Danny Driver led a lovely start to the new season with an evening of ‘sing whatever you like’. Their Song Sheet with its many pictures and items of interest was very entertaining and reflected much of the essence of the Singing Circle. Niamh Parsons and her accompanist Graham Dunne provided a touch of class with a ‘double solo’ while Declan Fay revealed another side to his talents as he accompanied himself on guitar. Tommy Lawrence’s cornet produced great silence on both sides of the bar. Johnny Nolan also played guitar in singing, his tribute to Luke Kelly being special. 

Côr Meibion Onllwyn
What can be said after another triumphant tour by our friends from Onllwyn? On the Thursday night, as our guests in the Sea Angling Club, Diamuid Ó Cathasaigh and Tom Thomas led a relaxed, sing-along evening. A highlight was Cian Ó Súilleabháin teaching ‘Big Al’ Lewis the words to ‘It’s a Working Man I Am’. Well done, Cian, Al’s been struggling with that song for years! Prizes included an IRFU rugby ball, musical instruments and some CDs.

On the Friday, the boys and their accompanist Julie Simms, entertained patients and staff at St James’s Hospital at lunchtime before starring in a great concert in St Mary’s Church Of Ireland for the Lifeboat. A packed church heard the choir, St George’s Brass Band and, as a break, Michael and Fionnuala Howard with their guests Barney McKenna and John Sheehan. Where would you get such rich entertainment for €10? The final amount going to the Lifeboat will be €3,000. Tickets were printed free by CRM Design & Print and Joe Reid, who worked very hard not just on the night but most of the afternoon, donated his fee to the Lifeboat. Wendy, an attendant in St James’s Hospital from Eastern Cape, South Africa, proved to be Friday’s star after the boys sang ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrica’. She finished up with us all in the Pier House and fell off her bicycle with the giggles!

On Saturday night, the Choir sang for the Naul Senior Citizens and their guests were Bernie Dermody, Laois Singing Circle; our own Siobhán Moore; and Paul Redmond, tenor. It was a lovely, relaxed night and a great conclusion to the tour. Robert Duffy and the Howth Life boat crew took us all on a trip around Ireland’s Eye on Sunday morning, a real highlight. We all finished in the Pier House on Sunday lunchtime where Siobhán Moore, Victor Byrne and Ann Riordan made a presentation of a mirror surrounded by knots and frosted with the Howth Singing Circle logo to the Choir. 

We can only express our deepest appreciation for the Choir’s wonderful singing, never-ending humour and good cheer, and, most of all, their warmth and friendship. There is a talk of a trip to Onllwyn now. The weekend took a lot of hard work by Robert Duffy, Rupert Jeffares and Alistair McMillan, Howth Lifeboat; Paddy Lowe and Collins; Christy, Richie and Mark of CRM Design & Print; Cantrell & Cochrane; Guinness; Brennan’s Bread; Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh, Janet McCormack and Siobhán Moore, sandwich and shortbread makers extraordinaire; Joe Reid; Rob McMillan for all his work in the Church; Ian Maxwell, organist, Sutton Methodist Church; Seán Mac Philibín, Séamus Ennis Centre; Dublin Health Services Branch; Matt Merrigan and Jack Kelly, SIPTU; Norman Croke and staff at SIPTU College; and Kevin Brew and the Select Vestry, St Mary’s Church Of Ireland. Thanks must also be expressed to the Choir, band and all others artists who entertained us so well.

The heaviest work-loads. However, fell on Paddy Daly for fetching, carrying and recording the events; and, especially, Ann Riordan and Finola Young who organised, co-ordinated, sold tickets, buttered bread, brewed tea and generally simply made the whole thing possible. Sincere thanks are owed by all who enjoyed the weekend to Ann and Finola.

Howth Singing Circle Accounts

The following Balance Sheet is drawn up for the period September 2004 to July 2005. Printing costs rose in the last few months and, with assistance from Club members, this should be unnecessary if Song Sheets are not over long and produced in time. Anyone who can assist with free printing, please let us know. 

We again made a donation to the Howth Pipe Band for their appearance at the Burns Nicht and in general appreciation of their contribution to the cultural life of our community. The largest items of expenditure arose from our trip to Nenagh when it was agreed to bear the costs of the hostel in Dromineer. Finally, a wreath in the name of the Howth Singing Circle was purchased for the funeral of Frank Harte.

There was some debate as to whether to raise the voluntary contribution from €2 but it was decided to leave it stay as it is. Where else would you get the sort of nights we enjoy for €2!

Income                                                                    Expenditure

Opening Balance                        1,363.77           Food                                              371.57
Jolly Ploughboy – September      103.38           Guests                                             30.00

September Fields – October        117.11            Football, Camán                            33.00

Multicultural – November            20.00            Harmonicas                                   12.00

Christmas Special                         205.49             CDs                                                 94.27
Love & Gain – January               111.47             Other Prizes                                   78.00

Burns Night – January                229.96              Printing                                        191.00

Sunshine – February                    131.50             Plates, Cutlery                              15.15

Songs Of North Dublin – March123.00              Wreath – Frank Harte                 20.00
April Fools – April                       127.61              Presentations                                39.00

Atin & Drinkin – May                 105.59              Hostel & B+B                             370.00
Whassername – June                   126.35              Donation – Pipe Band               100.00

Songs Of Old England – July -      96.99

Interest, 2004                                    1.08             

Total Income                               2,863.30           Total Expenditure                     1,353.99

Less Total Expenditure              1,353.99
Balance                                        1,509.31
Frank Harte – An Appreciation

Oration By Tom Munnelly, Mount Jerome Crematorium, Friday, 1 July, 2005

‘HARTE (Chapelizod, Dublin) – June 27, 2005 (suddenly), at home, Frank, husband of Stella, father of Sinead, Orla, Darragh and Cian, grandfather of Erin, Peter and Seán, deeply regretted by his family, sisters Bridget, Marie and Carmel, son-in-law, daughters-in-law, relatives and friends. Rest in peace.’

These are the bald facts, but all of Frank’s family I have named there ,and us, know how inadequate these words are, like pointing to Everest and saying, ‘That’s a hill’. Of course, our grief cannot be as deep as Frank’s family but, in a sense which is anything but a cliché, most of us also felt that we were part of Frank’s family. An architect, he designed all sorts of houses, the National Stud, and many other edifices, but he also constructed a metaphysical home for thousands of others who shared his love for traditional song and music – traditional, classical, contemporary and jazz. A lover of art, particular Irish contemporary, he too suffered a recent bereavement in the loss of his friend Gerald Davis, Joycean and artist. Frank is the only man on whom I felt we could bestow the marvellous soubriquet, ‘Rough diamond and Renaissance man’.

Rough but not coarse; Rabelaisian but not crude; a deeply committed Nationalist who never let opposing beliefs obscure his appreciation of the qualities and binding factors of those of different beliefs; who disliked Orange politics but was proud to hold many of the followers of King William among his closest friends and singing companions. And no, he was not an appeaser or apologist, he was a deeply committed lover of Ireland and all that She stood for and proud of every part of it, an endearing quality found in far too few of us.

That is not to say that Frank could not be mischievous: just a few years ago we were at a poetry gathering in a huge auditorium in Nevada sharing the same stage with some Welsh poets. My God, it was boring! About half-way through Frank whispered to a Clare participant who was in our company and well-known for his Rebel poems, ‘Give ’em ‘Lough Gall’’. Although reluctant, Patrick went on to give the poem about the Lough Gall ambush. Fiver verses in, Patrick was frothing at the mouth and up to his knees in British blood and Frank whispering behind him, ‘That’s right, give it to ’em!’ Poem ends. No applause. Audience sitting open-mouthed. Frank whispers, ‘It makes a change from ‘Danny Boy’! The very next speaker,a gentle voiced poet from St Fagan’s in Wales, Robin Gwyndaff, pulls up his chair and whispers to Frank, ‘I was thinking about doing a poem I wrote in praise of Princess Diana’. ‘Best leave it out’, said Frank, ‘too much politics!’

We are all familiar with Frank’s story of his vision on the road to Damascus, how as a young teenager he heard a street singer at the Fair in Boyle, County Roscommon performing ‘The Valley Of Knockanure’ and this so influenced him that it began an interest in song and history which was to last him all his life. I have no doubt that Frank sincerely believed it to be true but I would suggest that this was merely a catalyst, a confluence for other ideas and influences which had already made their mark on the young Harte. He always loved the ’oul wans and ’oul fellahs he met growing up in Dublin and even more the people he encountered when down on holidays in the western midlands. From his early teens he began sucking up old songs like a vacuum cleaner, but not for any archival purposes then but to add to his own repertoire. He loved the stories they told, the insight they gave into rural, urban and political life. He loved singing them and, above all, he loved the people who sang them, a trait that never left him his entire life. And though the idea of a self-financed collector of folksong and music may not strike us as very odd nowadays, in the 1950s and 1960s they were rarer than hen’s teeth.

I was vaguely aware of Frank being ‘on the scene’ in the early ’60s but wasn’t sure what sort of individual he was. He always wore jeans and, in the words of Ted Hickey, ‘he inhabited enormous ganseys’. The first time that I saw Frank in action was in the Coffee Kitchen Folk Club in Molesworth Street. We had already got on with the serious business of folk singing for the night – our doggies were safely rounded up, the mainsail had been stowed, and MacPherson’s fiddle had been snmashed in pieces twa. Then this fellah gets up and he starts to sing. And do you know what? He starts singing in a Dublin accent! Ah here, where does he think he is? This is a folk club! And what’s he singing about? ‘Down by Christchurch where he first met with Annie!’ and ‘As I walked out through Dublin City at the hour of twelve o’clock!’ Is he thick or wha’? They’re not folk songs! It was enough to dtrive us Dundrum Dust Bowlers and Harold’s Cross Harpooners to drink, but we were going there anyway.

That set the mould for Frank. What you saw was what you got. And it was only after years of getting to know him that the depth of his erudition, his fanatic acquisitiveness for his beloved songs, his absolute enjoyment in the art of singing [you never had to ask him twice] and his gregariousness made him an individual whose company you would enjoy, even if he never sang.

I’m not going to list all Frank’s achievements, we haven’t got the time here, but besides the obvious one here, the LPs and the CDs, the book on Dublin songs, the endless lectures in Ireland and North America. I was at a few of the latter. After one I said, ‘Frank, aren’t you stretching facts just a little?’ ‘Ah’, he said, ‘that’s if you want to tell them history. I want to tell the truth!’ To many, myself included, Frank’s paramount achievement was his total selflessness and generosity in always being completely willing to pass on a song, no matter how hard won, to absolutely anybody who asked him. The mere fact that you wanted it was enough … If I had any reservations, and this is a matter we discussed on the frequent visits he made to me when I was in hospital for some time last year, like myself Frank can never quite understand people who just want to learn the song without finding out something of its history, where it came from and who sang it.

For the people who sang the songs were every bit as important to Frank as the songs themselves. Over the last few years, we had frequent ‘Do you remember, Jem?’ nights and Frank would get dewy eyed recalling Eddie Butcher and Gracie, Geordie Hannah, Nioclás Tóibín, Darach Ó Catháin, Tom Lenihan, Mickey Donoghue and many, many more whom we met on our journeys but were not particularly well known. Over and over he would repeat, ‘Weren’t we lucky, Tom, weren’t we lucky?’ Aye, we were lucky but so also were all of us who knew Frank.
Over the last year when Frank would call on the phone he would say, ‘Hello, is this the Dinosaur Club? Just checking to see which of us is extinct!’ All I can say is, I am still alive so far. And Frank, you will never be extinct. For the moment you will be remembered for the joy you brought to so many of us. For the immediate future, you will be remembered for the thousands of songs you passed on to hundreds of singers. For the distant future, we hope these songs will resonate in the minds and on the lips of future singers who may never have heard of us – but who cares?

For all these works and his contributions to our indigenous culture, I would consider Frank a great Irishman. A nationalist is a term he acquiesced to but for his self-less service to his country’s tradition I and most people here would have no hesitation in referring to Frank as a patriot, in the most benign sense of that word.

I would finally like to express my condolences with Frank’s family and draw towards a conclusion. I am tempted to carry out one last act of revenge on Frank. When I was involved in running the Willie Clancy Summer School concert years ago, we were running very short of time and I asked Frank would he mind if he only sang one song? ‘No bother’, said Frank, and proceeded to sing all twenty-two sixteen line verses of ‘The True Lovers’ Discussion’. However, I will desists and add as a final word, a verse Frank was fond of quoting from Zozimus’s epitaph:

My berryin’ place s of no consarn to me,

In the O’Connell Circle let it be –

As to my funeral, all pomp is vain,

Illustrious people does prefer it plain!

Farewell Frank and resist any offers of tuning forks from the heavenly choirs!
Isolde’s Chapel

A Tribute In Song To Frank Harte By Pat Burke

‘Those in power write the history, those who suffer write the songs, given our

history, we have an awful lot of song’ - Frank Harte

Frank Harte was born in Dublin on 14 May, 1933, and grew up in Chapelizod where his father owned ‘The Tap’ public house. A Traveller singing the ‘Valley of Knockanure’, on a fair day in Boyle, County Roscommon was what first sparked his interest in Irish traditional singing. It was an interest that became life-long. His database of Irish songs had reached over 15,000. An architect by profession, he managed to find time to record a number of albums. Down Dublin Streets first appeared on Topic Records in 1967, followed by Through Dublin City. His songbook, Songs of Dublin’, appeared in 1978.

Frank first collaboration with Dónal Lunny was on the album, And Listen To My Song and following this, On Daybreak  & ACandle-End, which was released in 1987. In 1998, the 200th anniversary of the 1798 Rebellion saw a number of books and CDs launched to commemorate the Rising. 1798 - The First Year Of Liberty was Frank`s major contribution. This excellently produced album on Hummingbird Records is distinctive in having copious sleeve-notes and includes many of the forgotten songs of ’98. In 2001, he launched a CD of songs of the Napoleonic period, My Name Is Napoleon Bonaparte. This highly acclaimed double album has a total of twenty-six songs, as well as a fifty-six page booklet of sleeve notes. 

Over many years, Frank Harte travelled widely promoting Irish traditional singing. He was a much sought after guest at folk clubs, seminars and festivals. He sang, taught and lectured at workshops throughout Ireland, Britain, Europe and North America. His talks though, were never boring or academic, but rather in the mould of a fireside storyteller. One such story was of an Appalachian fiddle player, who played a lively march in Frank`s company. Frank enquired as to the name of the march only to be told it was known as ‘Napoleon Crossing The Rockies’. When Frank said that he was unaware that Napoleon had ever set foot in North America, the old fiddler looked at him quizzically, before replying at length, ‘Scholars differ!’

Frank`s contribution to Irish traditional song was such that his life and times featured in an hour long programme on the ‘Sé Mo Laoch’ series on TG4 in 2002. In 2003, he received the Gradam TG4 traditional singing award. At 71 years of age, and despite ill health, he continued to record. The Hungry Voice, an album of songs of the Great Famine was launched last year, and just prior to his death he had completed recording a CD of Irish labouring songs; There’s Gangs Of Them Digging. Frank Harte is survived by his wife Stella, his sons Darragh and Cian, and his daughters, Sinéad and Orla.

                 Isolde`s Chapel                                   

                 Near to Isolde`s Chapel where the River Liffey flows

                 a blackbird perched upon a tree, calls out to friends and foes

                 to the east and west I’ve flown, north and south also

                 I seek a gallant man of song, pray tell me where to go

                 I’ve searched Dublin City fair, from daybreak till candle’s end

                 my wings have tired, my voice is hoarse, I fear I’ve lost a friend

                 Alongside the river’s edge, by a weeping willow tree

                 a Summer breeze calls out in vain, where oh, where can he be.

                 I was but a youth myself, when first your voice I heard

                 the old songs captivated me, my soul at once ensnared

                 You made us laugh, made us sigh, your keys opened a door

                 unto the vaults of history and the treasures of folklore.


                 How Larry’s neck, it was stretched upon the gallows tree

                 of the Ragmen and the ball they held, in Dublin’s Liberties

                 how Johnny Doyle, on the high sea, forgot his lover’s fate

                 while the Spanish lady broke the heart of a young man, ‘rambling late’.

                  To hear the Songs of ’98, from the ashes once more rise

                   a phoenix resurrected, whose spirit never dies.

                   With Napoleon Bonaparte, you wove a tapestry

                   through Paris, Moscow, Waterloo, to St. Helena`s quay 

                   In truth you were a patriot, you loved the Shamrock shore

                   your heart and soul in Ireland’s cause, that her rights be restored

                   for war and famine we endured, indignities and wrongs

                   The powerful write the history, those who suffer write the songs.  

                    The blackbird once again called out, a sad and plaintive cry

                    as mourners we assembled in the chapel yard nearby

                    We’ll never see your like again, nor hear you called upon

                    We’ll miss you at each gathering, where we poor singers throng

                    As dusk it fell on Friday eve, the sad news had far spread

                    across continents the tributes came, for a darlin` man, now dead

                    Where, oh, where have you gone unto, Frank, our ‘oul son

                    The boatman waits to ferry you to the eternal Land of Song.

Pat ‘The Verse’ is an occasional Howth Singing Circler – but given that he gets here all the way from Bray, his visits are always special and welcome. The Sweet Nightingale thanks him for granting permission to reproduce this tribute he has composed for Frank Harte.

Singing Weekend, Cavan, February 2005
Over twenty of us participated in a weekend of singing during February in County Cavan. Cavan, a tranquil place, has roads that twist and turn, so you are always surprised by what is around the corner. The singing weekend was like that! 

The workshop was held in Jampa Ling, a Tibetan Buddhist Centre in Bawnboy and there is no doubt that the atmosphere of peace and calm added to the singing experience. The facilitators were Anna Felton and Eileen Steevans, both with previous experience of running singing classes and workshops. Their style is facilitative and they create an atmosphere which is encouraging and participative. By teaching us how to relax our bodies and minds with specific exercises, we were encouraged to get the best from our voices. We learned how to project the voice without harming the vocal chords, to be gentle rather than forcing ourselves. We were also encouraged to experiment. We always made our own choices as to which part we wished to sing for every song. This allowed us to broaden our horizons, move out of our comfort zones, to try new ranges of the voice, whether an octave higher or an octave lower. 
Over the weekend we learned a wide range of songs from Africa to Eastern Europe and across the oceans to New Zealand and the United States. Many of the songs originated in folk traditions and the sound of some of the haunting melodies, sung in four and five parts, seemed to lift the roof and allow our voices to rise to the heavens. We often moved around the room as we sang. It is some feat to hold on to your newly learnt part as you move amongst those singing different parts, but the experience allows you to appreciate the song in its entirety. 
As with all groups we were fairly varied. Whilst mainly women, there was a welcome sprinkling of men. And while a lot of people came from Dublin, there was a smattering of representatives from other parts of the country, as well as some local people and a few people connected with the Buddhist Centre. Some people had not sung for some time while others never stopped, but everyone was unanimous in their desire to sing out and to learn new songs. In the process, as so often happens in music, we learned about each other without the necessity of words. 
On the last afternoon we all got a chance to sing a song or two on our own. This was a revelation as a great range of songs was heard from very different voices. We ended up dancing in a chain out to the garden where we sang whatever came to mind in the soft early-spring air. It was appropriate that we were outside the city – the distance from everyday concerns, the lack of distractions, the chance to meet others in a supportive warm environment or simply be on our own and be quiet - there was the opportunity for that too.  We also had the chance for an individual session with Eileen who gave us feedback and some guidance on our own individual styles. 
I felt encouraged and invigorated in my singing after the weekend. Not alone did I learn new songs but I learned more about the power of the human voice to communicate, to tell stories in song. There is a need for each of us to find our own unique way of finding songs and singing them in a way that is meaningful to us. This creative, uplifting workshop was one sure way of helping people either to find their voices or to move on in their journey of song. 
A singing workshop, facilitated by Anna, is held every Monday evening from 7 to 9 pm in Create (Arts Support Organisation), South Earl Street (off Meath Street), Dublin 1. If you would like further details, you can contact Anna @ 087 1269541 or just come along. All are welcome!
Joan Harman  

Two Half Crowns For Tom Crean

Nenagh Singing Circle

The Nenagh Singing Circle’s website – http://www.singerscircle.com states that their aim is ‘to revive singing by the "ordinary singer" and have fun in the process. We promote the singing of all types of songs even though the majority of songs at our sessions are traditional. Our Chairman, Michael Scanlan, summed up our philosophy in his address at the launch of the first issue of The Voice newsletter when he said, ‘It is imperative that people understand that we are promoting ALL singing and we do not want people to think that the Circle is biased towards one type or genre. It is only the act of singing which is important and no standards are set. Each person who performs will be afforded the same respect no matter what style they choose and regardless of their level of ability. Poetry and monologues are also welcome’.
They continue by saying that ‘the Circle needs good listeners as well as good singers. Everybody is welcome to attend and no pressure will be put on anyone who does not wish to sing or is a little nervous. As a matter of policy, everyone who attends will be invited to perform but there will be no undue pressure applied should anyone decline’. In 1993, Pat Swan, Michael and Deidre Scanlan and George Henderson started a ‘sing song’ on a monthly basis in the Railway Bar, Nenagh. Sessions were on Sunday lunch-times originally, but this proved to be difficult with alternative weekend activities, such as hurling matches, conflicting with the proceedings. In September 1995, it was decided to officially commence a Singers Circle and the Ormond Hotel was chosen as the venue for it's comfortable situation and decor and its natural and pleasant acoustics. In September 1997 the Circle moved Derek Browne's Bar, Kenyon Street, Nenagh to widen the scope of participation. Another move followed to Martin Slattery’s Kenyon Bar before they settled in their current home, Frank Maloney’s Dapp Inn. The Circle also visits other venues around Nenagh.

The Nenagh Singing Circle’s website is well worth the visit with news [including that of our visit], dates for forthcoming Circle activities, lists and details of the Club’s CDs, links and a very useful list of all other Irish Singing Circles with their meet dates and contact details. This last list is of great value if you are planning a trip away or thinking of making a visit down the country.

The Trip To Tipp


Séamus Ennis Centre Website

The Séamus Ennis Centre, Naul has launched a website – http://www.seamusenniscentre.com The site contains information about gigs and events held in the Centre, how to become a Friend of the Centre and, reproduced below, a short biography of Ennis himself, illustrated with images of himself at various stages of his life. The Centre is open seven days a week and the kitchen serves home-made meals of the highest order, so it is worth dropping out any time to relax over a meal and discover what musical delights are coming up.

Séamus Ennis, 1919-1982

Séamus Ennis, uillean piper, folklore and music collector, was born on May 5, 1919 in Jamestown in Finglas, then a rural part of North County Dublin. His father was James Ennis, who was a prize-winning musician on several instruments including the Uillean pipes and also a champion dancer. Séamus had two brothers and three sisters. None of his brothers or sisters took up music professionally, but his daughter Catherine is a well-known organist and his son Chris plays the fiddle and sings. One of the main streets in Finglas has by popular acclaim, been re-named Séamus Ennis Road.


Childhood
Séamus Ennis was introduced to music at a very early age. His father used to play the pipes to him in his cradle. There were many musical visitors to the house. Pipers Liam Andrews of Dublin and Pat Ward of Drogheda, James McCrone, a reed maker, fiddle player Frank O'Higgins and John Cawley (flute) were frequent visitors. This obviously influenced Séamus because, at the age of two, his father heard him trying to hum a tune, and this prompted him to carve an imitation set of pipes for his son. He knew the names of some of the tunes when he was only three years old. 


Séamus attended the Holy Faith Convent in Glasnevin and Belvedere College. Then he attended all-Irish schools at Scoil Cholm Cille and Coláiste Mhuire. This gave him a good grounding in Irish which he developed to the full in his travels around Ireland collecting songs and tunes. He had an uncanny ability to converse in the regional Gaelic dialects with people in Conamara, Donegal, Kerry and even Scotland. He developed his skill in writing down music by listening attentively to the singers of traditional slow airs. This gift would prove invaluable when in the early 1940's he would travel the country as music archivist for the Dept. of Folklore at UCD. His travels were by push-bike in the 1940's as it was during the war years and he collected all his tunes by pen and paper.


Working Years

When Séamus left school he was employed by Colm Ó Lochlainn at the Three Candle Press and learned all the tasks associated with the printing trade as well as learning to write down slow airs in staff notation along with the ability to write dance music his father had taught him. Colm Ó Lochlainn was a major cause for his love for the Irish language. It was Colm who introduced him to Professor Séamus Ó Duilearge of the Irish Folklore Commission. 

The first of his travels for the Irish Folklore Commission was to Conamara where he met a man named Pat Cannin. He asked Séamus did he know a reel which he whistled to him. Séamus wrote the reel on a piece of paper by the side of the road and named it The Mist on the Mountain.  Séamus found the greatest repository of songs and tunes and their background in fact and fame in a little pocket of North Conamara in a place called Glinnsce, [Clear Water]. He recorded two hundred and twelve items straight from the memory of Colm Ó Caoidheain who lived in this area. 


The Irish Folklore Commission then asked Séamus to focus his attention on the musical heritage Ireland shared with Scotland. This involved him travelling to Scotland in 1946. This was the year where the winter was bitterly cold, but, this didn't stop him from swimming every day and he became known as the mad Irishman. In 1946 he applied for a job in Radio ireann as an Outside Broadcast Officer. He commenced this job in August 1947. It was not long before Séamus proved himself to be a skilled presenter. On a visit to Clare in 1949 he Érecorded Willie Clancy, Bobby Casey, Seán Reid, Martin Talty and Micho Russell. 


In 1951 Séamus moved to London to work with the BBC on a scheme aimed at recording extensively the surviving folk culture of England, Scotland and Wales. He travelled all over Ireland and Britain collecting material and was one of the presenters of the radio programme "As I Roved Out". He married Maragaret Glynn in 1952 and had two children, Catherine and Christopher. In 1958 his marriage ended and he returned to Ireland where he did freelance work with Radio Éireann and presented programmes such as ‘An Ceoltoir Sidhe’ and ‘Séamus Ennis san Chathaoir’ on RTÉ. Séamus performed around Ireland during the 1960's and played at the first meeting of Na Piobairí Uileann in Bettystown, County Meath in 1968.

In the early 1970's Ennis shared accommodation with piper Liam Ó Floinn in Dublin. He left a last impression on Ó Floinn who was in awe of his knowledge and expertise. Séamus left his set of pipes to Liam. These pipes were originally purchased by Seamus's father in a second hand shop in London. They were made by Morris Coyne in 1830's.


He returned to  Naul in 1975 to live out his remaining years in a mobile home which he called ‘Easter Snow’ which was one of his favourite tunes. His sister lived with him on this land which belonged to their grandparents. The Séamus Ennis Cultural Centre is now situated on this site. He continued playing around Ireland right up to the time he lost his battle with cancer in October 1982 aged 63. One of his last performances was at the Willie Clancy Summer School of 1982 and the Lisdoonvarna Folk Festival. The CD of his music ‘The Return From Fingal’ which was compiled by piper and radio producer Peter Browne from forty years of acetate and tapes in the Radio Éireann and later RTÉ Archives, was released in 1997 and is available for sale from The Séamus Ennis Cultural Centre. Séamus's work in collecting songs and tunes during his lifetime has resulted in us having a record of music which would otherwise have been lost forever. This work can never be underestimated.

Thanks

Thanks to those who have contributed to this edition of The Sweet Nightingale – Pat Burke, Antoinette Daly, Francis Devine, Joan Harmon, George Henderson, Eugene McEldowney, Seán Mac Philibín, Tom Munnelly, Jerry O’Reilly, Vera Rickard, Ann Riordan and Finola Young. Origination and design were, as ever, by Paddy Daly.

Draft Programme, 2005 / 2006

1 September 

Open Night 

Johnny Nolan  and Danny Driver

15 September 

We’ll Keep A Welcome 

Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh & Tom Thomas

6 October 

Under the Southern Cross – Australian Songs

Ken Kenny & Jerry o’Reilly
3 November

To Be Announced

A.N. Others

8 December

 O The Holly She Bears A Berry - Christmas Special 

Ann Riordan & Tom Crean

5 January 

Songs of Munster 

Liam O’Droma & Diarmuid Ó Cathasaigh

19 January

Ae Fond Kiss & Then We Sever – Burns’ Nicht*

Tony Canniffe & Francy Devine

2 February 

Songs Of Peace 

Eugene McEldowney & A.N. Other
2 March 

Let Us Pause In Life’s Pleasures – American Songs 

Margaret Conroy & Nigel O’Mahoney

6 April 
Where Explosions Are No More  - Mining Songs 

Victor Byrne & Francy Devine

4 May 

Theme To Be Announced

Vera & Aideen Rickard

1 June 

Youth & Age 

Janet & Ruth McCormack

6 July

 Contemporary Irish Songs

 Siobhán & Colly Moore

all events in Pier House

unless marked with an asterisk *

in which case in Sea Angling Club
