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Echoes of Percy French 

The William Percy French collection in Roscommon 

County Library. 

 

Roscommon County Council: Library Services provides for the cultural, education, 
recreation, information and learning needs of people of all ages throughout the county. The 
Library Services also carries a responsibility and a commitment for the management, custody, 
care, preservation and delivery of all aspects of the archives, local records and in developing 
local studies collections materials for and access by the public. 
 
As part of its policy to develop individual collections relating to the county, the Library 
Services have been actively acquiring material relating to Percy French over the years. 
Outlined and included below as part of this online archive are a range of material held in the 
County Library, Abbey Street, Roscommon and which have now been scanned and presented 
in a format that provides possibilities for wider access and research. 
 
We are delighted to be a position to support and contribute to the ongoing promotion of the 
wonderful Percy French and his important legacy and we hope that this collection gives you 
an insight into his unique character, accomplishments and versatility. 
 
 
 

Richie Farrell, 

County Librarian/SEO 

Libraries, Arts, Culture & Heritage, 

Roscommon County Council 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Echoes of Percy French. 

As the famous saying goes, ―If it isn‘t written down, it never happened‖! In 1920 Charles 
Seignobos put it another way. In his ―Histoire de la Civilisation Contemporaine‖ he said 
―History is made with documents.  Documents are the imprints left of the thoughts and the 
deeds of the men of former times. For nothing can take the place of documents.  No 
documents, No history.‖ 
 
What is so interesting about Percy French is the extraordinary amount of publications, 
documents and ephemera that have been produced about him, not just during his lifetime but 
long afterwards – echoes of the life of a great Irishman - a great Roscommon man! 
 
William Percy French was born on 1st May 1854 at Cloonyquinn, Co. Roscommon, one of 
nine children, the second son of Christopher French LD JP, a landowner and his wife Susan 
Emma (nee Percy). In later life he described his arrival into the world with typical humour; 
 

―No cables buzzed the news to the ends of the earth. 
No telephone rang – there were none to ring. 

Cabinets were not hastily summoned, nor consuls recalled. 
But Larry McCullagh lepped on the chestnut mare, 

And galloped as fast as he could ‗shplit‘ for Dr. Peyton. 
By the time the doctor arrived, I was an accomplished fact‖. 

 
Even as a child William was active in journalism, producing ―The Tulsk Morning Howl‖ & 
―The Trombone of Truth‖ with him acting as editor and his sisters and cousins as 
contributors. 
 
After an early education from a family tutor in Cloonyquinn the family moved to Derby, in 
England. William attended Kirk Langley School and later Windermere College and in 1870 
he went to Foyle College in Derry for a final grinding for his Trinity entrance exams. 
 
William Percy French studied civil engineering at Trinity College, but he tended to devote 
more of his time to song-writing, playing the banjo and watercolour painting. He remarked ―I 
think taking up the banjo, lawn tennis and water-colour painting, instead of Chemistry, 
Geology and the theory of strains, must have retarded my progress a great deal‖. He 
EVENTUALLY gained his Engineering Qualification and after some temporary positions, 
was posted on a Government Scheme in Co. Cavan.  
 

―Tis an onerous post – but the writer refrains 
from dwelling at length on it‘s pleasures and pains. 

It may not last long, but as yet he remains, 
Yours Faithfully, 

William, 
Inspector of Drains‖ 



He remained in Cavan for five years, which he later described as the ―happiest‖ years - 
painting and writing songs. After a number of years the work ended and he returned to 
Dublin to edit a comic magazine called "The Jarvey". He continued to compose music and 
poetry, to sing and to paint. He met Dr. Houston Collisson with whom he formed a 
partnership which lasted for many years.  

 

 
 
A letter from W. Percy French to Mr. 
Gill explaining the circumstances of his 
loss of copyright to Abdullah Bulbul 
Ameer. No date. The song was written in 
1877. 
 
  
 

―The Jarvey‖ was a publication grandiosely advertised as ―The Irish Punch‖. It was a comic 
paper produced by Macready & Kyle of Middle Abbey Street. Contributors were paid out of 
the profits, but after the first month there were no profits and very few contributors. French 
stuck to the task for two years and in between, he married Ettie – his Little Ray of Sunshine, 
who contributed drawings to the publication. After only a year and a half however Ettie died. 

 
Dublin Up to Date programme for a Dublin Castle performance on 23 February 1892. Percy 
French entertained his guests to humour, new songs and pantomime. During the interval Mr. 
R. C. Orpen made instant sketches of the audience and a five minute watercolour. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Society Search Lights programme for Antient Concert Rooms, Dublin on 23 - 26 May 1894. 

 
A copy of The Rush Light Series No. 1 of 1890 written by W. P. French, with illustrations by 
R. C. Orpen and advertising The Jarvey on the back cover. 
 

 
In 1894 he married Helen Sheldon, and during their happy life 
together they had three daughters. During this period in Dublin 
he was still writing music and acting, advertising himself as 
―The Jarvey Concert Company‖. 
 

 
 
 
 

A letter from Ettie French to Mrs. Smyth in July 1961. She died 
in 1993. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
A memorial service for Ettie French 

was held in St. Coman‘s Church, 
Roscommon on 27th November 1993. 
 

 
 
 

 
Around the turn of the 20th Century he left Ireland for London. Here, his career as 
an entertainer developed and flourished. He continued to give concerts in Ireland and visited 
many of the larger houses to entertain the inhabitants. 
 
In 1910 he travelled to the USA, Canada and the West Indies, in the company of his friend 
and musical collaborator, Dr. Houston Collisson. In 1913 he accepted some engagements in 
Switzerland and spent the time there entertaining and painting the local scenes. While 
performing in Glasgow in 1920 Percy French became ill. He died a few days later at the 
home of his cousin in Formby, Lancashire, where he is buried beside St. Luke‘s Church. He 
was 65.  
 
Thus ended the life of a man whose every moment of fame had been documented and 
recorded and which, with his death, we might think had come to an end? But this was not the 
case. As with all great men, their fame finds an echo down through the pages of history and 
so it was with Percy French. 
 
The songs of Percy French. 
Percy French was a prolific songwriter with at lease fifty two songs to his name. His music is 
so familiar that even children of the twenty-first century can hum along to The Mountains of 
Mourne, Come Back Paddy Reilly or Are You Right There Michael. At different times and in 
different places individual songs became popular and this fact is clearly reflected in the 
ephemera that was used to promote the associated product. 

The following table is an alphabetical list of most of Percy French‘s songs. Most or all of 
these were published by Pigott & Co. of Dublin. Quite a few were published by Keith Prowse 
of London, while others were published by Sam Fox in America and Chappell & Co. in 
Australia. In addition Joseph Williams Ltd. *, Ascherberg, Hopwood & Crew Ltd. **, 
Francis Day & Hunter *** and Weekes & Co. **** all of London, also produces them.  

An 'X' in the box means the local studies archive has a copy. The codes are PC = Pigott & 
Co., KP = Keith Prowse, SF = Sam Fox, CC = Chappell & Co. and Other = Williams, 
Ascherberg, Francis and Weekes (see above). 



Song (date of original) Echoes of PF Collection Remarks 
PC KP SF CC Other*  1 A Sailor Courted a Farmer's Daughter.        2 Abdul Abulbul Amir (1877). X Abdul The Bulbul Ameer 

3 Ach I Dunno (1916). X      4 All By The Baltic Say (1914)       5 Am Tag (To the Day) (1914).       6 Andy McElroe (1888).        7 Are Ye Right There, Michael (1897).        8 Come Back Paddy Reilly (1912).  X X     9 Donegan's Daughter (1906). *       10 Drumcolligher (1895). X      11 Eileen Oge (The Pride of Petravore) (1898)  X     12 Father O'Callaghan (1906). **       13 Fighting McGuire (1895).       A Man by the Name of Maguire 
14 Flaherty's Drake (1898).        15 Flanagan's Flying Machine (1911).        16 I Fought a Fierce Hyena.        17 Jim Wheelahan's Automobile (1903).       18 King Edward in Erin (1903). ****        19 Kitty Gallagher (1898).        20 Larry Mick McGarry (1915).  X     21 Little Brigid Flynn (1913).   X     22 Maguire's Motor Bike (1903). *       23 Mat Hannigan's Aunt (1892).        24 McBreen's Heifer (1898).  X      25 Mick's Hotel (1907).       26 Mrs Brady (1907). *       27 Mulligan's Masquerade (1894).        28 No More of Yer Golfin' for Me (1906). *       29 Phil the Fluther's Ball (1888).   X     



 

The local studies archive would be happy to accept donations of the missing Percy French musical scores for its collection. This list correct as of 
May 2012.

30 Pretendy Land (1907).        31 Rafferty's Racin' Mare (1905). *       32 Slattery's Mounted Fut (1888).   X     33 Soldiers Three (1892).       34 Sweet Marie.        35 That’s Why They're Burying Him (1912). ***       36 The Darlin' Girl from Clare (1906). *       37 The Emigrant’s Letter (1910).        38 The Fairies Lough (Inismeela) (1913).       39 The Fortunes of Finnegan (1900).        40 The Girl on a Big Black Mare.        41 The Hoodoo (1906). **     X  42 The Kerry Courting (1909).        43 The Killyran Wrackers (1914).        44 The Mary Ann McHugh (1884).        45 The Mountains O'Mourne (1896).  X X X X   46 The Night that Miss Cooney Eloped (1894).        47 The Oklahoma Rose (1906). ***       48 Tullinahaw (1911). **       49 When Erin Wakes (1900). ****        50 Phishlin' Phil McHugh (1901).        51 Wait for a While Now Mary (1906). *       52 Who said the Hook Never Hurted the Worms.        



Abdul Abulbul Amir is a poem written in 1877 by Percy French and later set to music. 
Because of an oversight on French's publishers behalf (see letter above) they forgot to 
copyright the song and lost out on much of the revenue generated by its popularity in later 
years. The song tells the story of two valiant heroes — a Russian, Ivan Skavinsky Skavar, 
and one of the Shah's Mamelukes, Abdul Abulbul Amir — who because of their pride end up 
in a fight and kill each other. 
 
Frank Crumit, who was famous for his renditions of it, wrote three sequels: "The Return of 
Abdul Abulbul Amir", "The Grandson Of Abdul Abulbul Amir", and "Minnie Skavinsky 
Skavar". 

 
 

 
Sheet Music for Frank 
Crumit's version of the 

song and a music-sheet for 
"The Return of Abdul 
Abulbul Amir" also by 

Frank Crumit 
 
 
 
 

 
During the 1950's a version of the song "Abdul The 
Bulbul Ameer" (sic) was popular in America. The 
score shown is for Ben Pollock and his Orchestra on 
Calumet Music Co. and dates from 1935. The same 
song was adapted in 1941 into an MGM cartoon 
produced by Fred Quimby, directed by Hugh Harman 
and featuring Groucho Marx, Lou Costello and Harry 
Ritz as news reporters. In this version Abdul is 
depicted as a bully who picks on Ivan's dwarf friend, 
provoking Ivan into treading on the Turk's toe. He has 
many traits of 1930s and 1940s cartoon villains like 
Bluto including thick lips, a beard and a big belly. 
There is a brief swordfight which soon changes into a 
brawl that ends with Ivan and Abdul literally "out 
cold". The more positive portrayal of the Russians 
could be due to the alliance between Britain and the 
USSR following Hitler's invasion of Russia. 
 
In the 1980s Whitbread adapted the song using their own lyrics for a series of commercials 
on British television, suggesting that the two protagonists were great fans of their beer who 
squabbled over trivialities. It starred Stephen Fry as Ivan, Tony Cosmo as Abdul, Tim 
McInerny and Roy Castle. 
 
 
  



Come Back Paddy Reilly was written in 1912. It tells the story of a Cavan man who left his 
native home. The song is said to be based on a true story that French had heard while 
working in the county many years before. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sheet Music for Come Back Paddy Reilly by Keith Prowse & Co., London and by Piggott & 
Co., Dublin. 
 
Drumcolliher was written in 1895 and McBreen's Heifer in 1898. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sheet Music for Drumcolliher and McBreen‘s Heifer, both by Piggott & Co., Dublin. 
  



Phil the Fluter was one of French‘s most popular songs and it‘s popularity continued well 
into the twentieth century, featuring on at least two postcards from the early to middle of the 
century and showing a revival again in the 1960‘s and 70‘s. 

 
 

Sheet Music for Phil the Fluters Ball by Keith 
Prowse & Co. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A postcard by L. Anthony (artist) and Lawrence of 
Dublin showing "Miss Aileen MacCarthy and her 

private ass and cart" from Phil the Fluter's Ball and 
Valentine's "Irish Humour" card for Phil the Fluter's 

Ball (no date, probably early twentieth century). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In 1967 the play THE GOLDEN YEARS, based on the 
life story of Percy French premiered in Dublin. It was 
an adaptation of a radio play by Donal Giltinan and 
Beverley Cross. The music was by Percy French, with 
additional music by David Heneker.  
 
The show transferred to London's Palace Theatre in 
1969 with a new title - PHIL THE FLUTER. It opened 
on 13th November 1969 and ran for 125 performances. 
 
 
 



The following songs were performed in the production: 
 

 If I Had a Chance.  
 Abdul Abulbul Ameer.  
 Mama.  
 A Favour for a Friend.  
 They Don't Make Them Like That Anymore.  
 Good Money.  
 How Would He Like Me.  
 Phil the Fluter.  
 The Mountains of Mourne.  
 I Shouldn't Have to Be the One to Tell You.  
 Follow Me.  
 Where Is She?  
 And You Like It.  
 Are You Right There, Michael?  
 That's Why the Poor Man's Dead.  
 Wonderful Woman.  

 
The local studies archive holds a large collection of 
material from "Phil the Fluter" at the Palace Theatre 
including a programme for the show and free Extended 
Play record of the music, first-night pack, including a 
ticket and ticket holder, a car window sticker, a picture 
book and newspaper cuttings about the event.  

 



The collection also has a handbill for the show (below) - front and back, a commercial record 
production of the show by Fontana and a letter from the Producer to those who pre-booked. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Slattery's Mounted Foot, sometimes called "Slattery's Mounted Fut", "Slattery's Light 
Dragoons" and "O'Slattery's Light Dragoons"  was written in 1889. The song is a good 
representative of Percy French's comic works. 

 
 
 

 

Sheet Music for Slattery's Mounted 
Foot by Keith Prowse. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
―Slattery's Mounted Foot" by L. Anthony (artist). Art Postcard by Lawrence of Dublin. Ca. 
1912.  
 
The Hoodoo - A Bogie Song was written in 1912. The blurb on the music sheet reads: "A 
tale of a bogey monster who appears on the scene at dusk asking 'Are dere any little children 
who am not in bed?' (sic). Possessing a tuneful and catchy refrain, the song is sure to be a 
popular success, as was evinced at the French - Collisson recitals at Steinway Hall when the 
whole audience readily joined in the refrain with evident enjoyment". Words by Percy French 
& Music by Houston Collisson. Published by Ascherberg, Hopwood & Crew Ltd., London. 



 
 

Two versions of the sheet music for The Hoodoo by Ascherberg, Hopwood & Crew Ltd., 
London. 

 
The Mountains O'Mourne was written in 1896 and is arguably one of French's most 
popular works. It tells the humorous story of a Co. Down man‘s exploits in London, while all 
the time pining for his girl back home. 

 



Sheet Music for The Mountains O'Mourne by Piggott & Co., Keith Prowse & Co. (bottom of 
previous page), Sam Fox Publishing Co. & Chappell & Co. (below). 
 

 
General Purpose Card by Chordcraft Cards, Dublin (below) showing a girl reading a letter on 
the Down coast and a verse from "The Mountains of Mourne". No date (ca. 2009). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Keeping the memory alive. 
Many singers have recorded Percy French music over the years and this trend continues even 
today. The tunes are catchy and memorable and are certain to get the audience involved. 
Perhaps the most prolific singer of P. F. songs during the twentieth century was Brendan 
O‘Dowda, who, following his introduction to French in Roscommon in 1957 never looked 
back. Below is a selection of albums, singles, tapes and CD‘s by O‘Dowda,  Austin Gaffney 
and others who have kept the memory of Percy French alive over the years. 
 

 
 
 



 

Tape recordings and CD’s of Percy French songs by Courtney Kenny, Brendan 
O’Dowda and John Roche.  



Commercial use of the Percy French brand. 
For its 250 Anniversary in 1960 the Smithwicks beer company in Kilkenny  produced a 
calendar with a Percy French theme. Twelve songs were chosen for depiction, reflecting the 
most popular of French‘s songs at the time. The songs include Phil the Fluter, Eileen Oge, 
Are Ye Right There Michael, Slattery‘s Mounted Fut, McBreen‘s Heifer, Little Bridget 
Flynn, Mat Hanigan‘s Aunt, Whistlin Phil McHugh, The Night That Miss Cooney Eloped, 
Come Back Paddy Reilly and The Mountains of Mourne. 

 
A few years later the company experimented with re-branding its No. 1 Ale and its Barley 
Wine by replacing the family name with the word "Time" in an effort to stem the loss of 
business in England due to increased competition. The strategy worked, but by 1966 the 
name change had been reversed. During this time Percy French again became a major part of 



the re-branding process. The songs most popular in England, according to the company 
advertisers were "Phil the Fluter's Ball", "Mountains O'Mourne", "The Pride of Petravore", 
"Come Back Paddy Reilly", McBreen's Heifer, "Little Bridget Flynn", "Slattery's Mounted 
Fut" and "Are You Right There Michael. A set of beermats was produced to advertise the 
new brand. 
 
 

 

 

 

A complete set of Time Beer, Percy French themed beer-mats from 1962/3. "Phil the Fluter's 
Ball" (BBCS # 11), "Mountains O'Mourne" (BBCS # 12), "The Pride of Petravore" (BBCS # 
13), "Come Back Paddy Reilly" (BBCS # 14), McBreen's Heifer (BBCS # 15), "Little 
Bridget Flynn" (BBCS # 16), "Slattery's Mounted Fut" (BBCS # 17) and "Are You Right 
There Michael" (BBCS # 18). (BBCS = British Beermat Collectors Society Catalogue 
Number). 
 

  

http://www.roscommonhistory.ie/People/PercyFrench/songs/philthefluter.htm
http://www.roscommonhistory.ie/People/PercyFrench/songs/mourne.htm
http://www.roscommonhistory.ie/People/PercyFrench/songs/paddyreilly.htm
http://www.roscommonhistory.ie/People/PercyFrench/songs/mcbreen.htm
http://www.roscommonhistory.ie/People/PercyFrench/songs/slatterys.htm


His songs are also available in collected format and a number of collections have been 
produced over the years. These include "Immortal Irish Songs of Percy French - 
Recorded by Brendan O'Dowda" Sam Fox Publishing Company. N.Y. (No date), "Songs 
of Percy French Vol. 1 & 2" Keith Prowse Music Publishing Co. (No date), "The best of 
Percy French" EMI Music Publishing Ltd. 1980, "The Songs of Percy French" Selected 
and edited by James N. Healy. Mercier Press. (First edition was 1983, several editions in 

collection) and a similar title by the same author and Ossian Publications Ltd. (2003). "Best 
Irish Songs of Percy French" by Tony Butler. Wolfe Publishing Ltd., London. 3rd Edition 
(1974) and ―Songs of Percy French" Published by CFN, Cork. Printed by D&A O'Leary 
Ltd. (1976). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Books about Percy French and his life. 
A range of books have been published over the years to chronicle the life and times of Percy 
French. The library has copies of most of these. 

 
 
Prose, Poems and Parodies – Percy French. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
A Picture of Percy French 
by Alan Tongue. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Two versions of 
The World of Percy 
French by Brendan 
O‘Dowda. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
"Percy French. An Appreciation" by Val Vousden, 
from "The Capuchin Annual" (ca. 1935). 
  



Percy French Remembered Outside of Roscommon. 

When Oscar Rollins was attending a golf competition in Southport 
he visited Formby and the grave of Percy French. On his return to 
Ireland he formed a new Percy French Society based in North 
Down. This was the year 1983 and the new society was fortunate 
in attracting the attention of Brendan O‘Dowda and the surviving 
French family, all of whom left valuable material in their care. The 
Society produces a newsletter called ―The Jarvey‖ and over 100 
issues have been printed to date. A Percy French Society also 
exists in Co. Roscommon, Co. Galway, Co. Clare, Co. Dublin and 
overseas in Toronto, Canada and in China. 

 

 

 

 

Percy French Society 
ephemera. 

 

 

 
 

A huge range of postcards have been produced to show the Percy French memorial which 
was erected by the Society (below are two examples from the collection). 

 

  



Between 1992 and 1994 a Percy French Seminar & Exhibition was held at The Clare 
Heritage Centre, Corofin to celebrate French‘s famous song ―Are You Right There Michael‖ 
and the West Clare Railway is now back in business (below) with Percy as an integral part. 

 

Courtney Kenny, a great nephew of French, ran ―A Boy For Life‖ Irish musical tour in 1995 
and in 2000 the National Concert Hall held an 80th. Anniversary tribute to French.  

The Oriel Gallery held a Christmas Exhibition 
celebrating Percy French the artist in 2003 and has 
held a number of exhibitions of his paintings. This 
gallery is almost single-handedly responsible for the 
huge appreciation in value experienced by Percy 
French paintings in the past decade or so. 

 

 

Some of the Oriel Gallery programmes and publications from the Local Studies collection. 



The Galway Percy French Society held ―A Celebration of 
Percy French‖ in 2004. The North Down Heritage Centre has 
a permanent display of his material in ―The Percy French 
Room‖ (left and below). This is just a small sampling of such 
events. The man may be gone, but he is certainly not 
forgotten. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Phyllis Arnold 
produces commercial 
bronze sculptures, 
including a bust of 
Percy French.  



Percy French remembered in Roscommon. 
In the visitors book in Glenveagh Castle, Co. Donegal, Percy French wrote the immortal 
lines; 
 

―Remember me is all I ask, and yet 
If the remembrance prove a task – Forget!‖ 

 
It is difficult to envisage any time in Roscommon since the death of Percy French in 1920, 
that has not encouraged a conscious or unconscious link with the great man and his music. 
Singing songs at weddings, wakes or at the local ―open-house‖ session must surely have 
included such perennial favourites as The Mountains of Mourne, Come Back Paddy Reilly 
and Are You Right There Michael? It is probable therefore that when John Finnerty and his 
compatriots decided to hold a Percy French Festival in Cloonyquinn in 1957 they were, in 
fact, continuing an earlier tradition, but on a much grander scale. 
 
The group organised a two-week festival of entertainment at Cloonyquinn House from 19th 
to 26th May. The concerts showcased the versatility of Percy French - his songs, his poetry 
and his paintings were all reviewed and the festival received national and international press 
coverage. Concerts, a ceilí, film shows and programmes of traditional Irish music were all 
organised in the grounds of Cloonyquinn House. 
 
The reports tell us that up to 500 people were accommodated at lectures and up to 800 at 
dances. Over 1000 people attended two major recitals, with people travelling from 
Roscommon, Cavan, Dublin, Donegal, Galway, Longford, Mayo and Sligo, amongst other 
places, to enjoy the fare. The Tourist Board paid £300 in sponsorship, a significant sum at the 
time! 
 
Percy French‘s daughters Ettie and Joan French attended, as did Mr. T. H. Mason, who had 
met French in 1890 and had travelled throughout Ireland with him, on his concert tours. 
Some of those who provided the entertainment included Walter McDonagh and Paddy 
Thornton from Sligo, Mary Feeney and Kevin Casey. Charlie McGee from Dublin played 
Percy‘s banjo and guitar. Sketches were provided by The Breffni Players. This committee 
also unearthed Brendan O‘Dowda who, after his experience at the Festivals, steered his own 
musical career firmly in the repertoire of the famous Cloonyquinn man. The most optimistic 
dreams of the committee had been surpassed.  
 
Musical evenings & concerts continued afterwards in Roscommon, many held in the homes 
of the founding members. So successful was this first Festival, it was followed in 1958 by 
another very successful event and this laid the foundation for a new round of house-parties 
and musical evenings, which continued the tradition in the following years. We know this 
because some people still remember those gatherings and the great times that were had there. 
 



During the 1960‘s, though the surviving records are sparse, we can still imagine this latent 
underground interest. It burst into flame again a decade later, when in May 1967 an 
―International Poetry Festival‖ was held in his memory.  
 
This coincided with the launch of the Percy French Scholarship, an event that still continues 
to this day and in the Business Arena, the renaming of the Percy French Hotel in 
Strokestown, was surely a public signal of an otherwise silent activity. Why would anyone 
name a hotel after the man, unless the name itself had some attractive powers? 
 
At Easter 1970 a sell-out concert was organised in the Ametyst Ballroom in Elphin, the 
entertainment was provided by the famous Percy French 
impersonator Brendan O‘Dowda. And then … silence!  
 
For over ten years the ―echo‖ of Percy French was not 
publicly heard in Roscommon, until, with the reformation 
of the Roscommon Archaeological and Historical Society 
in 1984 a plaque at Cloonyquinn was unveiled and a 
commemorative booklet launched (right).  

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Another hiatus ensued until 1989 when the Percy French Festival resumed (top left) and this 
event began a final flourish in the last decade of the 20th Century. In 1990 Roscommon 
Chamber of Commerce and the RTE Orchestra held a ―Percy French Remembered‖ Concert 
at the Hyde Centre at the end of March / beginning of April. (top right and above left).  
 
One year later in May 1991 a ―Percy French Weekend‖ was held (above right), once again 
involving the Chamber of Commerce and this time, the Roscommon Church of Ireland 
community. Events included a Festival of Flowers, a Viennese Evening in the Abbey hotel, 
an exhibition of Percy French Paintings and Old Roscommon Photographs in the library, an 
interpretation of the works of Percy French, in the Abbey hotel and guided tours of 
Roscommon Town (with Albert Siggins), Clonalis House and Strokestown Park House. 
 



A break for breath in 1992, was followed by the foundation of the Roscommon Percy French 
Society on 10 February 1993. An illustrated talk on the life and times of Percy French by 
Tadhg O‘Regan was held in May and a memorial service for then recently deceased Ettie 
French was also arranged. The first Percy French Art Competition was held in 1994 and the 
second the following year. A cross-border visit by the Percy French Society from Co. Down 
was organised in 1996 at which lasting links were forged.  
 
A concert party in ‘97 was followed by ―Moore & French – The Entertainers‖ in the Abbey 
Hotel in November 1998. The event was organised by Roscommon Chamber of Commerce 
and the entertainers were Philip Byrne, Bryan Hoey, Cahal McCabe and Joe Bevan. The 
decade ended with another Percy French Weekend in 1999 showcasing the Percy French 
Choral Society and organised by Roscommon VEC. 
 

A new year, a new century and a new millennium began 
in style with a Cultural Week-End, a civic reception for 
the Co. Down Society and a grand performance by the 
recently formed Percy French Choral Group in the 
Convent of Mercy Hall. ―Voices rang out in harmony in 
Roscommon Council Chamber, an event rarely 
witnessed within these walls …‖ was how Jill Mellor 
began her piece on the event. All the Councillors 
singing from the same hymn sheet - harmony and 

melody indeed! 
 
In 2001 Abbeycarton 
National School took 
up the baton and  kept 
the flag flying for Percy 
that year (above left). 
2002 and 2003 saw 
work begin on planning 
for the Sesquicentennial 
celebrations of French‘s 
birth in 2004 and a 
major concert and other 
events were held over 
the April / May week-
end. The library had an 
exhibition of Percy 

French material and at it‘s opening the Chairman of the 
Roscommon Percy French Society called for a Percy 
French Exhibition Room for the county. 
 

 



In 2005 the library held a Percy French Exhibition which was well attended, and after a pause 
for breath in 2006, 07 and 08, in 2009 the inaugural Percy French Summer School brought to 
fruition the dreams and pleas of many Percy French fans in Roscommon, which had been 
articulated, publicly and privately, over the previous fifty years. 
 

 

Programmes for the 2009, 2010 and 2011 Percy French Summer Schools (above) with 
signatures of some of the attendees, including Michael D. Higgins President of Ireland. Just a 

small selection of material from the Summer Schools in the library collection. 

Percy French wrote little in verse about his native county. Perhaps that‘s a good thing, as his 
wit was often sharp! But Roscommon always held a place dear to his heart. In his poem 
―Retrospection‖ he remembers his youth in Cloonyquinn; 
 

―Could I find again the woodland 
Where I loved to lie a dream 

While the dragon-flies were dancing 
To the rippling of the stream. 

 
I‘d give up all the world has brought 

And all that it may bring 
To be the merry boy again 

Sailing through the Spring‖. 
 
 



When the Roscommon Percy French Society was founded it‘s objectives were: 
 
 To perpetuate the memory of Percy French. 
 To highlight his place of birth and all other places associated with him throughout Co. 

Roscommon. 
 To research, collate and put on permanent record all memorabilia and other archival 

materials. 
 To promote workshops, summer schools and other such educational activities as may 

be deemed appropriate and feasible. 
 To mount exhibitions and organise musical recitals and other cultural events that will 

highlight the enormous contribution made locally, nationally and internationally by 
the renowned and distinguished son of Co. Roscommon. 

 
The Local Studies Archive in Roscommon County Library endeavours to provide that archive 
and permanent record. Percy French may be gone, but, in the Local Studies Collection of 
Roscommon County Library his life ECHOES DOWN THROUGH THE PAGES OF 
HISTORY, to this very day! 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

~ All photographs in this publication are of items in Roscommon Library – Local Studies 
Archive. They may be consulted by appointment. Telephone: 090 6637277 / 6637273 
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