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The Percy French Festival has taken place annually since 2009 at Castlecoote House,
the home of the festival founder, Kevin Finnerty, whose father was a  founder mem-
ber of the Percy French festivals of 1957 and 1958. The Percy French Festival 2014
acknowledges the major support of Excel Industries, Dublin; Fáilte Ireland;
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Company; and The Ireland Funds.

A full list of our many supporters can be seen at www.percyfrench.ie
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The theme of this year’s programme, The French
Paradox, came easily. Like last year, it holds the
title of our local hero: further, paradox offers
plenty in the way of reflection and debate 
on many of life’s challenges and has assumed
immense importance in the philosophical
study of religion.

Percy French suffered extraordinary personal
loss with the death of his wife Ettie and their
only child, which was to have a profound effect
on his life thereafter. He left Ireland and travel -
led to Wales, returning white-haired almost 
a year later. His loss had become a transforming
experience sparking for the first time in his life
an intel lectual crisis of faith. He began to ques-
 tion deeply his understanding of human exis-
tence and his belief that life was the unique
bestowal of the Divine. 

Amidst this soul-searching came the dawning
of a new vision of reality and with it the realiza-

tion of his own insignificance in the greater
scheme of things. Instead of the ques   tion why,
French quickly realised there was a world out-
side his own world of the senses and reason, 
a far greater and deeper reality.1 It was in this
transforming diminution of the perception 
of the self that he began to give less and less
value and creditability to his own worth, 
creative output, and direction. The result  ing
reappraisal and self effacing evaluation evoked
a humil ity that manifested in one of his great
paradoxical experiences; the more pro ductive
valuable and easy became his gift, his thinking
enlightened, writings flowed and his direction
oriented by light.

Light in all its varying qualities became central
to his work as an artist particularly his tecnique
with light on the horizon. Like his fellow 
water  colourist William Turner, also known 
as ‘the painter of light’, whom French greatly
admired and who declared shortly before 

INTRODUCTION

Percy French, Tw
ilight, w

atercolour, 8 x 16 ins

he died ‘the sun is God’, French too believed light 
was the emanation of God’s spirit. A conviction
that assumed particular significance in many 
of his paintings after the death of his wife Ettie,
whom he always referred to as his ‘Ray of Sunshine’.
And a belief that continued until his death, reflec -
ted in his epitaph Lead Kindly Light the prayer by
Cardinal John Henry Newman. 

Being the wonderful watercolourist he was, his
new world view resulted in him capturing some
breathtaking landscape scenes, all involving the
light in all its cycles and many unpeopled. Light
bursting forth or spilling down on what would
often be regarded as very mundane or ordinary
scenes, like a simple stream in a wild bog.2 One
envisions him cycling around the countryside, 
dismounting suddenly to capture an image that
has been transformed as it were by a down pour-
ing of light ‘as though heaven had opened on 
the spot’.3

Alone with nature and immersed in its splendour,
French would also be sensitive to its power, its
fragility and the glorious and devastating effects
the seasons had on its course.4 It was while captur-

1 Senses and reason are bound to the world of space and time. 
To experience a reality other than this self restricting one may 
simply only neces sitate using different words; poetic words for
instance to allow a loftier consciousness impinge on our daily
lives. All of French’s later works reflect this sublime sensibility.

2 French often introduced light in his paintings as metaphor 
for the power and presence of life and the eternal.

3 Catherine Tynan, ‘Introduction’ in Chronicles and Poems of Percy
French, ed. Emily de Burgh Daly (Dublin: Talbot,1925), p72.

4 Did we ‘tear at the land’ as Michael D Higgins said, effectively 
what hashappened our honourable relationship with the land?
–witness the dam age inflicted on our beautiful countryside by
our plan  ners (given permission developers will build on a flood
plain, it is up to our planners to exercise regulation). French
afforded great reverence to our landscape. Is our disconnection
from the land correlated to a spiritual diminishment?

5  ‘The heart has its reasons, of which reason knows noth ing, 
we know the truth not only by the reason, but by the heart’.
Blaise Pascal, Pensées, No. 277.

6 Within two years of his first wife’s death, French married Helen
Sheldon. They had three daughters, Ettie, Mellie and Joan.

7 ‘In us there is a flowing out into relations, into a world of Persons
and Names, but there is a dissatisfaction with simply ‘relating 
and ‘communing’ there is in us a nameless abyss, an insatiable
and insistent desire to return to oneness’.  Cyprian Smith, 
The Way of Paradox: Spiritual Life as Taught by Meister  Eckhart, 
p58 (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2004).

8 Ibid., p30.
9 Ibid., p30.

ing one of these landscapes he too realised 
the same devastating savage splendour was 
at work in human existence. Physical, psycho-
logical, alien ating pain were part of the human
con dition; reason, logic, deduction, analysis
more often than not would come up short 
with these dilem  mas. Answers, he knew, did
not always belong to the domain of intellectual 
discourse or reasoning, but often to a deeper,
more stable realm; a realm that had more reso-
 nance with matters of the heart than that of the
mind.5 French knew too, truth, in all its com-
 plex ity, could only be partly known through
re-engagement, interaction and experiencing
love again.6 Yet ‘relating’ and ‘communing’
would always leave a void, an emptiness, which
also made him acutely aware of his own limita-
tions as a human being.7 This opened up for
him the challenge and possibility of a greater
and more elevated consciousness and the 
‘lure of mystery’.8 Mystery as the un known,
the un fathom able, which would be closely
accompanied with fear and dread, yet had 
a compel ling allure and attractiveness that
became for him The French Paradox.9

Kevin Finnerty
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Parnell & Percy French
Abridged version of Dr Pauric Travers’ talk at the  Percy French Festival, 10 July 2013

Charles Stewart Parnell and William Percy French are unlikely bedfellows, even for a light
hearted Summer School talk. They are the original odd couple: one the Uncrowned King, 
the other a wandering minstrel whose memory will endure as long as Irish people gather 
and sing songs. Parnell and Percy French have more in common than the coincidence 
that in 1885 the former cut the sod for the West Clare Railway while the latter immortalised 
it later in Are you Right there Michael. They came from similar backgrounds and represent 
two different responses to the Anglo-Irish twilight.

Parnell was born in 1846 at Avondale and Percy French, eight years later at Cloonyquin.
Avondale was built in the 1770s; Cloonyquin somewhat earlier. The Parnells were more
recent arrivals in Ireland, coming from Cheshire in the 1660s; Percy French’s direct line has
been traced to Galway in 1610. Both men were middling Anglo-Irish gentry. De Burgh’s
Landlords of Ireland (1878) lists Parnell, high sheriff since 1874, as having 4,678 acres. 
Christopher French (Percy’s father), high sheriff, since 1852, held 1,000 acres less but the
estate was valued at £2,933, more than twice the valuation of Avondale. Taking owners 
of over 10,000 acres as the elite, there were five such families in both Wicklow and Roscom-
mon. They set the tone for the county; the Parnells and Frenchs were smaller fry.

Parnell was the third of eleven children, Percy French the third of nine. Parnell’s childhood
was less happy because of his parents’ estranged relationship. Both families were members 
of the Church of Ireland: the Parnells also had Plymouth Brethren connections but the
French’s were more devout. Percy recalled strict observance of the Sabbath–no games
allowed. Both came from liberal traditions and had reputations as good landlords.

Young Percy was fond of making caricatures on ‘general uprisings’ and ‘burying the plate’,
reminders of an ever-present agrarian context. He wrote a parody of Cock Robin–
‘Who Shot the Agent: I, said the thrush, with an old blunderbuss. I shot the agent’. His
favourite childhood pursuit was organising games and he produced a family magazine,
the Tulsk Morning Howl/the Trombone of Tulsk. He said he ‘was born a boy and remained 
one ever since’.

Escapist in outlook, Percy avoided the world of business and finance. In contrast, Parnell 
was interested in enterprise but he too was a poor manager of money. Both shared an
interest in sport and played cricket: Parnell was more proficient–he played at Avondale,
Cambridge and with the Carysforts; French played at school and with the Pakenham
Mahons. Sir Thomas Stafford described him as ‘not a very good cricketer but the life and
soul of the team’. He preferred tennis and wrote about it in Racquety Rhymes, Fitzwilliam
Square, A Lawn Tennis Lay and The Tale of a Tournament. He also wrote about golf and
cycling but his most enduring pastime was painting: he was a painter of considerable 
talent. There is no evidence of Parnell having any aptitude in this area although Fanny,
Anna and John Howard Parnell were good painters.

Parnell and Percy French were educated by private tutors and both attended Barton’s
school in Derbyshire. Parnell was eight and stayed for one year. He had discipline problems
but remembered it fondly. French also enjoyed his experience, recalling that Mrs Barton
taught him drawing and Miss Barton kissing. Following family tradition, Parnell went 
to Magdalene College, Cambridge; French broke tradition in going to Foyle College and, 
in 1872, TCD. Both frittered away their time –Parnell was ‘keen about nothing’, was rusti-
cated following an incident and didn’t take his degree. French managed two degrees 
(BA and BE) but claimed the record for the longest time taken: ‘. . . taking up the banjo, 
lawn tennis and watercolour painting instead of chemistry, geology and the theory 
of strains must have retarded my progress a good deal’.

Both were slow to find their metier in life: Parnell drifted into politics in 1875; French
emerged from Trinity ‘admirably unfitted for any profession whatsoever’. He worked briefly
with the Midland railway and as Inspector of Loans to tenants in Cavan but soon found
himself earning a precarious living as a songwriter and entertainer. He had begun writing
songs in Trinity.

While Parnell and Percy French probably never met, their paths did cross. In 1881/2, French
and John Ross wrote the mock-heroic Could Kilmainham Jail about Parnell’s incarcer ation 
in Kilmainham. The ballad was later mistaken by Parnell biographers as an authentic street
ballad. Sir John Ross who had been at Foyle College with French collaborated with him 
on other songs notably The Mother in Law, Doolin PLG and The County Council. While not
overtly political, the songs do reflect a constructive unionist outlook.
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Percy French has been described as ‘that anomaly, an Irishman without politics’. This was
less a pragmatic decision than a temperamental unwillingness to engage conventionally 
in a fraught area. The Jarvey, a humorous magazine edited by French between 1889–1891,
provides an insight into his political outlook. The Jarvey of the title foreshadowed Florry
Knox of Irish RM fame. Largely written by French and illustrated by Richard Orpen, The Jar-
vey proclaimed its political neutrality but couldn’t completely avoid politics. While seeking
to appeal to a wider audience, it never escaped from a particular milieu. It failed because 
it did not find a readership among the Catholic middle class. French’s continued to be
dog ged by a perception that he was a partisan and condescending. That was unfortunate.
He spoke through a myriad of characters for whom he had a real affection.

The Jarvey was conscious of but never overcame the danger of stereotyping Irish peasant 
figures as in Punch. It addressed the issue in one memorable cartoon which contrasted 
its own caricatures with those of Punch. Another depicting a meeting of statues in the
Phoenix Park voiced disgruntlement with contemporary politics.

The publication of The Jarvey coincided with the fall of Parnell. While there is little direct
comment, French did write a song entitled Mr Parnell at Thurles in which Parnell complains
of being abandoned by his colleagues. The song is broguish but sympathetically catches
Parnell’s isolation.

Percy French was not oblivious to politics. He displayed an interest in historical themes
with contemporary resonance. The First Lord Liftenant (1890) is a satirical drama on 
Elizabeth I and the Earl of Essex, His musical comedy The Knight of the Road (The Irish Girl)
was based on a book on Irish Raparees. In The Marriage of Eva and Strongbow (1892), 
the Leinstermen call for history to remember that the Normans were invited. Reacting 
to nationalist criticism, French tongue-in-cheek admitted he lacked ‘a sense of reverence’
and that he had thoughtlessly ‘made a comic episode out of the Conquest of Ireland’. 
Here is someone, a product of that event, coming to terms with history.

That French didn’t confine himself to historical themes is evident in the recitation 
The Queen’s Advice to Lord Zetland before Starting for Ireland–as Overheard and Reported 
by Larry Flynn and The Queen’s After-Dinner Speech as Overheard and Cut into lengths 
of poetry by James Murphy, Deputy Assistant Waiter at the Vice Regal Lodge in which 
Anna Parnell makes a cameo appearance.

1891 was a significant time for Percy French, no less than Parnell. The failure of The Jarvey
coincided with the death of his first wife, Ethel. Married in June 1890, they had spent their
honeymoon at Castlehoward, close to Avondale. They returned to Castlehoward later
when Ettie was pregnant. She died on 25 June 1891 of septicaemia. Parnell died three
months later, while Percy French lived on to 1920.

MR PUNCH INTRODUCES TENIEL’S IRISHMAN TO THE JARVEY
MR PUNCH.—A sketch from hearsay, Mr Jarvey.
MR JARVEY.—We have nothing like that in Ireland, Mr Whitechapel.



visit hidden ireland and discover some of Ireland’s finest 
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Charming accommodation, glorious scenery,
great food and total tranquility
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WEDNESDAY 9th July
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10.0 am Lecture • Questions and Answers

Professor Richard St L. Broadberry

History through French Windows

10.50 am Tea/Coffee

11.10 am Lecture • Questions and Answers

Dr John Feehan

The Landscapes of the Midland Bogs: a Drama in Three Acts

12.10 pm Lecture • Questions and Answers

Theo Dorgan

The State We’re In

2.15 pm Afternoon Recital

The Roscommon Solstice Choir

Songs of Percy French and more

3.15 pm Gardens open

TICKETS 2014
Wednesday: €40 includes three lectures, afternoon recital, tea/coffee 

Thursday: €40 includes three lectures, afternoon recital, tea/coffee 

Friday: €40 includes three lectures, afternoon recital, tea/coffee 

Whole Festival: €110



THURSDAY 10th July
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10.00 am Lecture • Questions and Answers

Dr Teresa O’Donnell

The French–Collisson Collaboration; 
Paddy Whackery or Cultural Nationalism?

10.50 am Tea/Coffee

11.10 am Lecture • Questions and Answers

Baroness Nuala O’Loan

Ethics in the Public Forum

12.10 pm The Sean Freyne Lecture

Lecture • Questions and Answers

Fr Tony Flannery

Does The Holy Spirit Speak through Women also?

2.15 pm Afternoon Recital

Belles & Whistles

Belles, Fluthers and Balls!

3.15 pm Gardens open

PERCY FRENCH and HOUSTON COLLISSON

‘
’

The French–Collisson team was a successful and ideal partnership. Though
each was the direct contrast to his friend–the doctor, neat, meticulous and

organised, and Percy, shabbily dressed, unpractical and bohemian–
they somehow seemed to complement each other with total success.

Emily de Burgh Daly

Why not spend quality time with family and 
friends in a charming cottage, smart contemporary
house or romantic castle or manor house when
celebrating special events such as a birthday, 
anniversary, intimate wedding or reunion?

For a full list of our exclusive rental properties
we invite you to visit out website:

www.elegant.ie

In Ireland there are
thousandsof houses

available to rent;
only 70 have the
Elegant Ireland
seal of approval

E L E G A N T  I R E L A N D
Box No. 10871 • Dublin 8 • Ireland
Telephone: 353 1 4732505
E-mail: info@elegant.ie

E L E G A N T
I R E LA N D



Here is  how we can help you:
Find delightful properties to visit throughout the island of Ireland.

plan excursions for family outings and organised group tours both large and small.

discover a wide range of EVENTS from concerts, outdoor theatre, seasonal activities, 
floral displays, vintage car rallies, country fairs and many more.

select beautiful wedding venues for ceremonies, photography & receptions.

suggest locations for fashion shoots,TVand feature filming.

See us at: www.hcgi.ie Follow us on: www.facebook.com/hcgi.ie Email us at: info@hcgi.ie
Portumna Castle &Walled Garden (OPW), Portumna, Co. Galway • Photographic Unit of the Department of Arts, Heritage &Gaeltacht

Visit•Enjoy•ExplorE

FRIDAY11th July
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10.00 am Illustrated Lecture

Yvonne Pettitt

Percy French Paintings–Lead Kindly Light

10.50 am Tea/Coffee

11.10 am Lecture • Questions and Answers

Dr Caitriona Clear

The Origins of 20th-Century Institutions in 19th-Century Ireland

12.10 pm Lecture • Questions and Answers

John Waters

French’s Way

2.15 pm Afternoon Recital

Don Baker, Seán Keane, Mick Hanley, Michael Banaghan

The French Connection 2

3.15 pm Gardens open

THE FRENCH PARADOX
The phrase, The French Paradox was coined by a scientist, Serge Renaud, 
in the early 1990s, to describe the high saturated fat consumption of the

French people and their corresponding low rates of cardiovascular disease. 
It was deemed their high red wine consumption was the mitigating factor
which catalysed a large increase in demand for red wine around the world. 

The prognosis is a great solace for many of us!



Roscommon County Council 
Library Services presents

7.00 pm Thursday, 5th June, Dublin

Official Launch of the Percy French Festival 2014  
The Teachers’ Club, 36 Parnell Square West, Dublin 1

Normal hours Tuesday, 1st–Saturday, 15th July
Echoes of Percy French
Exhibition of material from the Library Services’ Percy French Collection
County Library, Abbey Street, Roscommon

3.00 pm Tuesday 8th July
Popular Entertainment during the War Years 1914–1918
County Library, Abbey Street, Roscommon

7.00 pm Tuesday 8th July
Damian Corless Weather Events in Percy French’s Time 1854–1920
County Library, Abbey Street, Roscommon

In the year after Krakatoa erupted Percy french was ‘bowled over’ by a series 
of ‘wonderful sunsets’ in the Irish midlands. ‘He went out every evening and 
tried to capture in paint the colours, which were due to volcanic dust.’  

Percy French’s daughter Ettie, quoted in Looks Like Rain: 
9,000 Years of Irish Weather, Damian Corless

Damian was born in Dublin some time ago, He stacked supermarket shelves, pumped
petrol, taught schoolkids and failed to become a rock star before falling into jour-
nalism. He joined Hot Press on a FÁS course and stayed for six years. He moved on the 
editor’s chair at In Dublin (when it was good). He joined Magill as stand-in editor, later
becoming political editor, managing editor, and former editor. He has written comedy
for BBC2’s acclaimed Big Train and RTÉ’s Stew. His acclaimed books include: GUBU
Nation (2003) and You’ll Ruin Your Dinner (2011). The Greatest Bleeding Hearts Racket 
in the World (Gill & Macmillan, 2010) the story of the Irish Hospitals’ Sweepstakes, the
world’s most successful and corrupt superlottery, was described by The Sunday Times
as ‘a brilliant piece of forensic work’ and by The Mail on Sunday as ‘fascinatingly readable’.
His most recent book, Looks Like Rain: 9,000 Years of Irish Weather (The Collins Press,
2013), is an inform ative and humorous compend ium of incidents where the weather
–inevitably bad–changed the course of Ireland’s history.

Roscommon County Council 
Libraries, Arts, Culture & Heritage

As the strains of Eileen Oge echoed from the County Library at the launch of the inaugural
Percy French Festival in July 2009, we recognised the value, promotional and tourism
oppor tunity that the festival presents. It seeks to restore one of our most cherished figures
back in the consciousness of people and it provides the local authority with a wonder-
ful opportunity to support an annual event that would honour his legacy.

The Public Library is committed to fostering an appreciation of culture, literary, arts and
heritage and we see our involvement with the Percy French Festival as essential to our
services’ long-term vitality. Each year the Percy French Festival articulates a new, deeper,
appreciation of Percy French and provides a catalyst and forum for discussion and debate
on social issues.

The Honorary President of the Percy Frech Fesival, Michael D Higgins, in his opening
address in 2009 at the inaugural School (as it was then known) in Castlecoote House
opened a rich reservoir of subjects to flow into future festivals. He remarked that Percy
French was someone ‘that had an advanced sensibility and who was deeply human’.
Kevin Finnerty, founder of the School and Festival, has again created a splendid pro-
gramme and brochure and this year entitled it The French Paradox. In his introduction
Kevin touches on light in French’s paintings, the light in his material world and the
light in his reflections.

Castlecoote House, the Festival’s home is a splendid venue, providing a reflective, medita-
tive and cultural environment for visitors. This year, in order to acknowledge the patron-
age of the countrywide attendance, the Festival’s official launch is being held in Dublin.

We are pleased to be associated with the festival and to be in a position to pledge our
support. The exhibition of Percy French collection material, Echoes of Percy French, will be
on display at the County Library during the festival period. We look forward, with excite-
ment to another wonderful occasion in Roscommon and wish all our visitors to the
county a most enjoyable welcome and stay. 

Richie Farrell
County Librarian
Roscommon County Council
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Born in Castlerea, Co. Roscommon, John

Waters held a range of jobs after leaving

school, including railway clerk, showband

roadie, pirate radio manager, petrol pump

attendant and mail-car driver. He began 

part-time work as a a journalist in 1981 with

Hot Press, Ireland’s leading rock ‘n’ roll paper,

becoming a full-time journalist with the

paper in 1984, when he moved to Dublin.

Waters went on to write for the Sunday 

Tribune and later edited In Dublin magazine

and Magill, and has been a columnist with

the Irish Times since 1991, having joined the

newspaper as a feature writer the previous

year. He is the author of nine books, and 

a sometime playwright and songwriter; his

books include, Beyond Consolation, Feckers: 

50 People Who Fecked Up Ireland, Jiving at the

Crossroads, Race of Angels, Every Day Like 

Sunday?, The Politburo Has Decided That You 

Are Unwell and Lapsed Agnostic. He has writ-

ten plays for radio and the stage, including

Long Black Coat, Holy Secrets, Easter Dues and

Adverse Possession. Waters is a participant in

the Catholic cultural movement Communion

and Liberation and a supporter of the fathers’

rights movement.

Baroness O’Loan sits in the House of Lords, 

is a member of the Royal Irish Academy, and

Chair of the Governing Authority of NUI May -

nooth. She held the Jean Monnet Chair in Euro-

pean Law at the University of Ulster and was 

the Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland

responsible for investigating the police. Serving

on public bodies for over twenty years in areas

includ ing the European Union, health, transport,

policing, human rights and energy she has also

been an adviser on policing and police account-

ability to government agencies in the USA,

Canada, India, Brazil, Indonesia, Malay sia, South

Africa, the Republic of Ireland, the United King-

dom, Finland, The Netherlands, Portugal, Mace-

donia, Romania. She has written extensively on

law, policing, and faith. She holds honorary doc-

torates from the University of Ulster, the Univer-

sity of Ireland Maynooth, and Queen’s University

Belfast. In 2008 she was honoured with a People

of the Year Award. With her husband, Declan

O’Loan MLA, she has 5 sons. 

A hard working Redemptorist priest from 

Attymon, Co Galway, with over 40 years of

experience of daily pastoral work. Tony Flan-

nery is a prolific writer (on faith and Church

doctrine and teach ings) and founder of the

Association of Catholic Priests. He has called 

for reconsideration of the Church’s teachings

on a variety of issues, including ordination of

women, contraception, and homosexuality.

In 2010, in the magazine Reality, he stated that

the priesthood at present in the Church is not

as Jesus intended. in Rome this was seen as

’heretical’ by the Congre gation for the Doctrine

of Faith, and he was duly suspended, ordered

to be silent, and informed that unless he

recanted he could be excom municated. How-

ever he continues to speak out on many issues.

His books include: The Death of Religious Life?

(Columba, 1977); From the Inside (Mercier,

1999); For Love of Money (Mercier, 2001), Wait-

ing in Hope: Reflections on Advent (Veritas 2003);

Come Back to Me: Reflections on Lent (Veritas,

2004); Keeping the Faith (Mercier 2006); and 

A Question of Conscience (Londubh, 2013). 

The Roscommon Solstice Choir, with singers

from all corners of county Roscommon, was

formed in February 2013. It gives free concerts 

in venues where a huge choir could perform.

The choir members have been admired for 

their community involvement, enthusiasm,

voluntarism, and commitment to help ing those

who are not well-off or with special require -

ments. Over 300 people have so far worked

voluntarily providing free choir performances.

The choir has performed for over 5,000 people,

free of charge, and raised sizeable funds for

many worthwhile causes, including: 

Mayo Roscom mon Hospice

Western Alzheimers

St. Vincent de Paul Society

The Carers Associ ation

Jack and Jill Children’s Foundation

Temple St. Hospital

Brothers of Charity in Roscommon

The Hub, Strokestown (run by teenagers 

with special needs)

Roscommon Solstice ChoirBaroness Nuala O’LoanJohn Waters Fr. Tony Flannery
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Don, born in Dublin in1950, is one of the best
known Blues harp players in the world, often
judging at the World Harmonica Festival. He
is also a well regarded actor, playing the IRA
chief Joe McAndrew in In the Name of the
Father alongside Daniel Day Lewis and also
sharing the screen with Dan Ackryod, Robbie
Coltrane, and Claudia Cardinale. Dublin’s Inner
City, Don’s first self-penned song, com mis-
sioned by the RTÉ Late Late Show, went to
number one in the charts. He was one of the
first people in Ireland to speak out about child
abuse (on a landmark Late Late Show with 
Gay Byrne) and subsequently spoke of hor-
rific abuse he suffered as a child at the hands
of the Oblates, in the notorious Dain gean
insti tution in Offaly, in RTÉ’s States of Fear
(the programme that forced the Irish Govern-
ment into a public apology on behalf of the
State to the victims of a savage system). 
His song The Holy Vow deals with the subject,
the phrase ‘The answer’s forgiveness’ reflect-
ing his sentiments after trying to come to
terms with his ordeals. His latest album, 
My Songs, My Friends, features guest appear-
ances by Liam Ó Maonlaí, Brian Kennedy,
Gemma Hayes, Eleanor McEvoy, Finbar Furey,
Sinead O’Connor, Mick Pyro, John Spillane,
Pat Collins, Clara Rose, Rob Strong, Paddy
Casey, Martin Furey, and Declan O’Rourke.

From an early age Roscommon native Michael

has been singing and collecting songs. With

many years involvement in the music business

he has released nine critically acclaimed albums:

three solo; one with Irish folk duo The Baileys;

and five with the internationally renowned folk

group Rig the Jig of which he was a founding

member. Michael has a passion for writing story

songs some of which have been recorded by

Rig the Jig. He is the founder of GoodWood

Music, a record label set up to support original

Irish talent from all genres of music. The label

releasee records worldwide through partner -

ships developed in the UK and the USA.

Michael BanahanDon Baker

Mick Hanly was born in Limerick. He formed

Monroe with Michael O’ Domhnaill, and they

supported Planxty on their tour of Ireland 

in 1973. With their album Folk Weave, Monroe

announced a new, confident breed of contem-

 porary Irish folk singer. In 1977 Mick recorded

two solo albums, A Kiss in the Morning Early

and As I Went over Blackwater, with Irish tradi-

tional musicians Donal Lunny, Andy Irvine,

Matt Molloy (The Chieftains), Paddy Glackin,

Noel Hill, Peter Brown, and Declan Sinnott

(Mary Black Band). He regularly toured Ireland

and Europe with Andy Irvine. Mick replaced

Christy Moore as lead singer in Moving Hearts

in 1981 until the band split in 1985. From his

album Still Not Cured the singles Still Not Cured,

The Silence, and Sorry I Said What I Said were

radio hits. Mary Black included Past the Point 

of Rescue on her 1981 album No Frontiers. 

In America Hal Ketchum recorded it as the title

track of an album and released it as a single.

Both the single and album charted in America

in 1991 with the single being the most played

song on American radio that year.

Seán was born in  Caherlistrane near Tuam in

County Galway into a musical family, including

his renowned sister Dolores. He was a founder

of the group Arcady with Frances Black and

others. He was voted Performer of the Year by

readers of Irish Music Magazine in 1997/98 and

1998/99. The Independent, London, called him

‘the greatest Irish musical find of the 90s’ and

and The Irish Times described him as  ‘the fastest

rising star of the Irish music scene’. His repetoire

encompasses traditional Irish folk music, pop,

blues, and country. Seán has released seven solo

albums. His and Dolores’ love for singing came

from their aunts Rita and Sarah whose house

was a regular venue for week end sessions for

many musicians and singers. Both Cathal

McConnell (Boys of the Lough) and Len Graham

(Skylark) were frequent visitors. ‘With all this

music around us, learning to sing’, says Seán,

‘was like learning to speak or ride a bicycle.’ His

first solo album, All Heart, No Roses, won a debut

album-of-the-year award from Q Magazine in

1993, and his eight subsequent albums have

been highly praised. His repertoire contains

both traditional songs and contemporary songs

by writers including Richard Thompson, Tommy

Sands, Mick Hanly, and Sting.

Seán KeaneMick Hanley
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Born in Birr, County Offaly, John studied Natural

Sciences at Trinity College Dublin and later geol-

ogy. He was a Senior Lecturer in the School of

Agriculture & Food Science at University College

Dublin where he taught for 20 years. He has

written extensively on the natural and cultural

heritage of the Irish landscape. He wrote and

presented the TV series Exploring the Landscape

and Tar Amach Faoin Aer/Exploring the Celtic

Lands for which he received a Jacob’s Television

Award. The Chartered Institute of Water and

Environmental Management gave him their

Environmental Merit Award for his work on envi-

r on mental heritage. and he received a special

award from Bord na Móna for his work in com-

municating environmental values. He advocates

community supported agriculture and the inte-

gration of mixed farming as a means of maximis-

ing the natural capital of land and sustanance 

of the rural community. His major work on Irish

agriculture, Farming in Ireland: History, Heritage

and Environment, (2003) examined the agricul-

tural intensification of the last 50 years and eval-

uates the challenges facing Irish farming.

Between 1992 and 2008 he collaborated with

Bord na Móna on the restoration of Ireland’s

peatland heritage.

Dr John Feehan

Caitríona is a senior lecturer in modern Irish

and European history at NUI, Galway, and has

published research on nuns, women of the

house, homelessness, and Maura Laverty.

She has been familiar with the songs of Percy

French for as long as she can remember. Her

research on 19th and 20th-century Irish social

history–notably her first book, Nuns in Nine-

teenth-century Ireland (Gill & Macmillan, 1987)

and her subsequent publications on women’s

household work, homelessness, and poverty–

has given her a deep insight into the evolution

of institutions and incarceration in modern 

Ireland. Her most recent book is Social Change

and Everyday Life in Ireland 1850–1922 (Man-

chester University Press, 2007).

Harmony trio Belles & Whistles  bring a contem-

 porary rhythmic twist to Percy French’s humor-

ous songs. Peter Browne (guitar, accordion) has

performed with Stockton’s Wing, Providence, 

At First Light, Slide, Emer Mayock, Camille O’Sulli-

van, Niamh Parsons, Tango Bravo, Pauline Scan-

lon (Lumiere), and the RTÉ Concert Orchestra. 

As a studio musician and he has recorded with

The Fureys, Ronan Guilfoyle, Freddie White, Kila,

Oisin McAuley (Danu) and John Joe Kelly (Flook).

Eileen Hassett (flute, low whistle, vocals) studied

composition at the Royal Irish Academy of Music

with renowned composer Kevin O’Connell and

holds a Munster Fleadh Cheoil Senior title for

flute. Sonja Krzyzan owski (guitar, low whistle,

keyboards, vocals) performed solo for Michael 

D. Higgins at his first public engagement as Irish

President. She wrote the original music for the

Dublin Shakespeare Company’s production of

Midsummer Night’s Dream. She is highly regarded

in music circles in Dublin and has performed 

at The Steeple Sessions. Sonja is an expert 

harmony musician and vocalist and a talented

performer across multiple genres inclu ding 

traditional Irish, bluegrass, blues and rock.

Belles & Whistles are‘huge fans of Percy’.

Belles & WhistlesDr Caitríona Clear

Born in Cork, 1953. Poet, prose writer, editor,

scriptwriter, broadcaster, translator and sailor. 

Recent books include: Greek (Dedalus, 2010),

poetry; a memoir Time on the Ocean: Sailing 

from Cape Horn to Cape Town (New Island, 2010);

the novel Making Way (New Island); and Founda-

tion Way: Notes Towards a Constitution for a 21st

Century Republic (New Island) which he edited.

Poetry collections include The Ordinary House 

of Love (Salmon Poetry, 1991); Rosa Mundi

(Salmon Poetry, 1995); and Sappho’s Daughter

(WaveTrain Press1998). He edited The Great Book

of Ireland, with Gene Lambert (1991);  Revising

the Rising with Máirín Ní Dhonna ch adha (1991);

Irish Poetry since Kavanagh (Four Courts Press,

1996); edited Watching the River Flow, with Noel

Duffy (Poetry Ireland/Éigse Éireann, 1999) and

The Great Book of Gaelic with Malcolm Maclean

(Canongate, 2002); The Book of Uncommon

Prayer (Penguin Ireland, 2007). In 2003 he was

appointed to The Arts Council/An Chomhairle

Ealaíon and is a member of Aosdána.

Theo Dorgan



S EÁ N F R E Y N E REMEMBERED

Following the death of our esteemed colleague, director of the Festival, and friend, 

this letter was published in the Irish Independent, 15th August, 2013

A Chara,

The passing of Professor Seán Freyne recently is a very great loss to his family,
the academic world, his wide circle of friends, the GAA community and Irish
society as a whole.

A giant of a man in every respect. A great, great friend, a mentor, a trusted 
colleague and a teacher who always wanted to drag you up from the low road
to the high road. In the academic world a colossus, nationally and inter nationally
whose breadth of knowledge spanned realms and whose achievements in this
regard are without parallel. A priest, a preacher, a rabbi, a rebel, a missionary, 
a maitreya who transcended religious divides. A teacher in the true traditional
sense who did not limit his world view to matters theological, but extended 
it to a moral, social, political and cultural compasses as well. 

Indeed he could teach almost anything. I remember once asking him after 
he translated a chapter in the Latin Vulgate bible into both Hebrew and Greek,
pointing out as he often did the similarities in these languages with our own
Irish language, ‘how many languages can you actually speak Seán?’  To which 
he replied ‘I’m badly fluent in ten of them!’

The world or matrix of the texts behind the stories in the Bible were his ongoing
challenge and when embarking on the four-year Hebrew, Biblical and Theolog -
ical studies in TCD, he instructed us to always carry a newspaper in one hand the
Bible in the other; demonstrating that we shape not our world around the Bible,
but our task was could we fashion the Bible into our world at all.

Great Caesar fell and Oh what a fall was there my countrymen and I and you
and all of us fell down . . . .’  That vast expanse of knowledge, that wonderful 
wisdom, the absolute integrity, alas now no more. All gone, buried on a hilltop
overlooking a tree lined valley in the same grave as his dear father and mother
in his native Kilkelly in his beloved Co. Mayo. A knowledge though that will 
continue to weave its way in this world, as he disseminated it with such joy to all
of those lucky enough to cross his path and who remain his happy acolytes.

Ní bheidh a leithéid ann arís.

Yours etc.,

Kevin Finnerty

Cavan County Museum

would like to commend The Percy French Festival 

for its efforts in highlighting the remarkable contri -

bution of Percy French to the world of art, literature

and entertainment.  

The Museum is a magnificent 19th century building

situated amid extensive grounds nestling among the

east Cavan lakes and drumlins and is an ideal starting

point for a relaxing family day out.

A tour of the Museum’s elegant exhibition galleries

provides an insight into the heritage of Cavan from

antiquity to recent times. 

Thoughtfully designed, the galleries trace the history

and heritage of County Cavan from prehistoric to pre-

Christian times to rural life as it was in the 1950’s. 

Rare and precious artefacts on display include the

4,000 year old Killycluggin stone and three-faced

Corleck Head; the 1,000 year old Lough Erril Boat,

and medieval Sheela-na-gigs. Also displayed are

imple ments and machinery used by our ancestors 

as well as galleries of costume and sports.

Our wonderful Percy French Room 
shows a wide range of memorabilia

Audio Visual Displays

Interactives

Craft & Coffee Shops

Coach & Car Parks

Disabled Access

Picnic Areas

Extensive Gardens

Guided Tours available

Cavan County Museum
Virginia Road

Ballyjamesduff
Co. Cavan

T: 049-8544070 
F:049-8544332

ccmuseum@eircom.net 

www.cavanmuseum.ie

Tuesday to Saturday
10 am–5pm

Sunday (June to October)
2–6 pm

Closed Mondays
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NEARBY ACCOMMODATION
OFFERING PERCY FRENCH FEST IVAL  PACKAGES

H I S T O R I C  H O U S E S

C ASTLECOOTE HOUSE www.castlecoote.com
Castlecoote, Co.Roscommon    t: +353 90 66 63794
 Two nights bed & breakfast including tickets for all the events €259 pps

BALINDERRY PARK Kilconnell, Ballinasloe, Co. Galway    www.ballinderrypark.com
t: + 353 90 96 86796     ballinderrypark@gmail.com

CLONALIS HOUSE Castlerea, Co. Roscommon   t: +353 90 49 620014   www.clonalis.com

B E D  &  B R E A K F A S T

THE ABBEY HOTEL www.abbeyhotel.ie
Galway Road, Roscommon, Co. Roscommon    t: +353 90 66 26240
Two nights bed & breakfast, one evening meal, €139 pps
Three nights bed & breakfast, one evening meal, €155 pps
 Guests may avail of our award winning leisure facilities during their stay

GLEESONS TOWNHOUSE & RESTAUR ANT www.gleesonstownhouse.com
Market Square, Roscommon    t: +353 90 66 26954    info@gleesonstownhouse.com
Two nights bed & breakfast, one evening meal, €110 pps per night. €30 single supplement 
Three nights bed & breakfast, one evening meal, €145 pps. €45 single supplement
Complimentary tea/coffee and Gleesons scones on arrival. 
Complimentary pick up from Roscommon rail station. 
Preferential taxi rates to and from Castlecoote House
Upgrades to suite from €25 pps
   Tailored packages are also available for guests wishing to stay for longer times

CUISLE HOLIDAY CENTRE www.cuisle.com
Donamon, Co.Roscommon    t: +353 90 66 62277
Bed & full Irish Breakfast, €45 pps. Dinner, bed & full Irish breakfast, €69 pps
Single room supplement: €30 per night
Bus transfer to and from Knock Airport, €20 each way per person
   Complimentary transfer to Castlecoote House from Cuisle Holiday Centre

HANNONS HOTEL www.hannonshotel.com
Athlone Road, Roscommon    t: +353 90 66 37644    hannonshotel@gmail.com
Bed & Breakfast  per night €40 pps. Bed & Breakfast per night + one evening meal €59 pps
   Two nights Bed & Breakfast + one evening meal €89 pps

CLOONLISS LODGE www.cloonlisslodge.com
Mount Talbot, Roscommon    t: +353 90 66 22387 / 087 9435774
   Four star self-catering accommodation

NONI’S CastlecooteVillage    t: +353 90 66 63367


