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THE LIFE AND MUSIC OF
JOE LIDDY R.T.p.

Bail o Dhia oraibh a chairde,

It is nice to see go many friends here and
it is a great privilege for me to be here
to talk about Joe Liddy and his music, Joe
was one of the greatest of the traditional
pPlayers of the century and this is a great
opportunity to make him somewhat better
known to the younger players of the Present
time, and so to give them a deeper view
into the tradition that he .came from.

Joe was a Leitrim man and a fiddle plavyer,
and he lived in Dublin for many years. He
was born in Killargue, between Drumkeeran
and Manorhamilton, near Belhavel Lough. His
parents were both accordeon players, as
were his brothers Mick and Tom and also his
sister Mrs. Annie Sweeney. She also pPlayed
the fiddle. His sister Mrs. Kathleen Foley
was a noted step-dancer and his other
sister, Mrs. Mary Louise McGowan was a good
singer.

[VIDEO] Here ig a short video of Joe
talking to Mick O'Connor in 1984. He is
telling of his early days. with him are
some of his old colleagues - from the left-
Kathleen Harrington, Benny Carey and John
Brennan. Joe is on the right.

(Video here)
The sound quality was not very good. This
was the topic.



Killargue was in the heart of good music
country, and Joe learned a lot of music
from his parents and from neighbours,
notably Francie Gilhooley, a good flute
player, Tom McGoldrick, a great solo player
on the fiddle, and John Clancy who played
accordeon and flute. He played with these
among many others and he grew up steeped in
the music of the locality.

Joe played on the melodeon, the fife, the
accordeon and the fiddle, which he adopted
as his instrument, and he was a very good
fiddle player at an early age. He played at
a couple of small halls in the locality and
at house dances where they danced the
Lancers, Barn Dances and Polkas.

He went to Dublin in 1924, at nineteen
years of age, and joined the bDublin
Metropolitan Garda. He was soon in the
Garda Ceili Band and was also often heard
on the natiomnal radio station, 2RN, from
the time it opened in 1926. That is now RTE.

In the early thirties, he formed the
Belhavel Trio with his brother Tom Liddy,
accordeon player, and Ned Gorman, piper,

of Westmeath. They made three records and
did many broadcasts until the late forties.
Ned was a member of the Pipers’ Club in
Dublin and he was one of the delegation
that went to Mullingar early in 1951 to
organise the first Fleadh.

[TAPE 1] Here are a few tunes from the
parly times. We can hear Joe talking to
Harry Bradshaw of RTE in 1984, and some
tunes recorded by the Belhavel Trio in 1938

Joe played with some of the greatest
players in the land before and after his
move to Dublin. These included Michael

Gallagher, John McKenna, Kathleen

Harrington, John Joe Gardiner, James
Coleman, Frank O Higgins, John Egan, John
Brennan and many others. He had special
praise for Michael Gallagher (pipes) of
Leitrim and Jim Coleman (fiddle) of Sligo,
players with natural talent. - -

He played with John McKenna at Leyden's in
Arigna and with Michael Gallagher at
Creevelea and other places, each when they
were home from America. He met Paddy
Killoran in Dublin and he played with Mike
Flanagan, banjo, of the Flanagan Brothers,
when he was in Publin on holidays from
America.

The Trio joined the Kincora Ceili Band on
its formation by Mrs. Kathleen Harrington,
a fiddle player of Ballymote and sister of
John Joe Gardiner, fiddle and flute. IT was
one of the greatest bands in the country
for a long time. The personnel were
different after about 1950.

e



These were great days among musicians but,
outside their immediate environment, the
music was under great pressure, and Joe
said that it took a lot of dedicated people
to keep it alive.

[TAPE 2] Here now are three reels recorded
by the Kincora Ceili Band of which Joe was
a member; Jackson's, Johnny's Wedding and
The Hunter’'s Purse.

The band, as we heard there, went in for a
refined blend of instruments, a sound not
often heard today.

Joe began to compose tunes about 1936 and
made up an occasional one whenever he felt
in the humour. He usually wrote a couple of
copies and gave them away to his friends.
He gained confidence as he went on and, by
the time 1970 came, he had composed a lot
of good tunes.

He was in touch with the Pipers’ Club in
Dublin since the thirties, and then
Comhaltas came in 1951 and it spread, due
to the great work of the early organisers,
Booterstown Branch was founded in Joe’s
locality in South Dublin in 1959 or 1960
and he was the mainstay of that branch for
many years.

I first met him there at weekly sessions in
1975, and there was often a chat around the
fire as well as the few tunes. I learned
there that he had composed a lot of tunes,
forty or fifty at that time, and ocut of the
debate there came an agreement among branch
members that the tunes should bée assembled
in a book in order to ensure their survival
in print.
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Joe appointed me his personal keeper of his
manuscripts. He began, early in 1976, to
re-write the tunes from memory and I filed
photocopies of them for security. These
papers were of great value. Padraic

a' Chnuic, concertina player from Clare and
an early General Secretary of Comhaltas
Ceoltoiri Eireann, waz Joe's closest
confidant in the branch, and he gave great
strength to the enterprise.

Joe began very soon to compose more tunes
and to add them to the collection so that,
in the course of a year or two, the®branch
had about a hundred tunes ready to publish.
In the meantime, Ard Comhairle took over
publication, but in co-operation with the
branch, because they had the resources and
we had the material.

Things slowed down for a time and,
eventually, in March 1982, "The Leitrim
Fiddler", a book of 103 tunes, was
published. Sean O Drisceoil of Newry,
Micheal 0 hAlmhain of Dublin and Seamus Mac
Mathuna of Comhaltas Head Office did a lot
of work on that book. Joe was still
composing and by 1985 he had another
hundred or so of tunes assembled, and about
forty more came after that.

[TAPE 3 & VIDEO] This is Joe, in 1984,
playing one of his own jigs: Calf Lea.

At this time -1985- Joe was nearly eighty
years of age and, with failing sight, he
wished for some assistance at proof-reading
his later tunes. But he did not meed any
help at composing; he was a master of that
art. Members of Colste Ceoll consulted with
him to finalise the remaining tunes.
5
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These were published in 1992 in "The
Leitrim Fiddler, volume 2". Kathleen
Nesbitt and Meabh Ni Lochlainn did great
work on that book and Mick O'Connor made a
great job of the printing. The two books
are on sale now, and there jis a wealth of
good music in them and a wealth of valuable
information in the introductory pPages to
both books.

[TAPE 4] Now we can hear fiddle rlayer Gus
Tierny of my own county of Clare, with
Marguerite Hickey at the piano, playing one
of Joe's reels: Quinn's Bush.

I had the privilege of a close association
with Joe for the sixteen years that it took
to get the two books compiled and published,
and I am very proud of it. He was a
gentleman and a genius, and he had deep
roots in the music and traditions of North
Leitrim.

He was a great exponent of Irish traditional
music for three-quarters of a century. He
set standards for his successors, and his
standards were high. He was a committed
member of Comhaltas Ceoltoiri Eireann since
an early time and served for many years as
a Branch Chairman, Branch President,
teacher, adjudicator, mentor and friend. He
had a very great interest in young players
and encouraged them and helped them in
every way.
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Music was an essential part of Joe's life
and composition came naturally to him. He
gaid to me, about 1984, the time when he
Was composing nearly full-time: "I waken
bp in the morning and I hear the grandest
bf tunes in my head, and I know very well
that I never heard them before".

Joe had great taste in his playing. In the
time of the Belhavel Trio, John Joe
Eardiner was listening to them preparing
tunes for recording and he observed that
some of the changes were as nice as he had
ever heard.

This is what Charlie Lennon said, among
other things, in the foreword to "The
Leitrim Fiddler, Volume 2";

"The present volume demonstrates clearly
his ability to range over different rhythms ;
and produce music which has both clarity
and warmth.

"He does this instinctively, without having
to think of rules or constraints. His music
flows from the warmth of his heart and from
the depth of his soul. It is music which
readily fits within the world and
experience of the listener of traditional
music”.

[TAPE 5] Here are two of Joe's hornpipes
played by Kathleen Nesbitt and Sean
Montgomery, fiddles, and Meabh Ni Lochlainn
toncertina: The Beech Tree and Belgrave
Square.



Joe was a very friendly and kind man and
everybody liked him. In the early years of
the first book I was very anxious to
identify better with Joe and the enterprise.
On the way home from a Fleadh at Buncrana

I stopped the car on the roadside, and went
down the fields to Belhavel Lough and wet
my hands in the water. This bit of physical
contact was a help in identifying better
with the man and the tradition that he
represented.

On a broadcast by the Belhavel Trio, Tommy
Liddy was playing a solo when the®bellows
of the accordeon burst. It was a small
break and he could play some of the notes.
Joe saw what happened and fell in beside
him with the fiddle, and covered for him
so that very few people knew that there
was any mishap.

[TAPE 6] These are two of Joe’s jigs played
by Kathleen, Meabh and Sean: Hoxbie's
Orchard and Manorhamilton the Eighth of May.

I have heard musicians talking about
distinctive features of Joe's music. He
writes in a variety of keys and in most of
the rhythms - reels, jigs, hornpipes, set
dances, polkas, slip jigs and even a waltz.
His music is very challenging and
particularly suitable for the fiddle, and
that is no surprise since Joe was a master
fiddle player. He frequently uses unusual
intervals, in the various rhythms and keys,
which are distinctive to his music. He is
often not satisfied with a single setting
of a tune, and he has written complete
variations which he might or might not play.



be never had rigid ideas about how other
usicians played his compositions. He was
atisfied when they altered the pitch ox

he key signature and played their own
lariations. He wrote some tune in the key

if & and one of the players suggested that
le might write it in G. Joe was not
latisfied to do that. He said "I like it in
{ and T will write it in A, and they can
ylay it whatever way they like."

!TAPE 7] Two reels now, played again by
fathleen, Meabh and Sean: The Nutcracker
ind The Red Whitethorn. =

o

fhere is a lot of information in the titles
that Joe selected for his tunes. They
tovered the geography of North Leitrim,
tolleagues and friends, notable incidents,
1is second hobby of fishing and maybe a few
fystery titles. Molly Wee is the name of a
toad. There is a ghost at Palmer's Gate.
[he Brother and The Sister are matching
tock formations. The Meteorite is another
fock formation . Divis
vas the family dog. Kilcoon is the scene of
in accident. And so on,.




Diarmad O Cathain, accordeon player from
Kerry and President of Comhaltas Ceoltoiri
Eireann, admired Joe’s branch sessions
because they played all the rhythms and not
just jigs and reels. He spoke at the
launching of "The Leitrim Fiddler, Volume 2",
He said "This is music with feeling, and I
hope that young people will read and play
these tunes and see the quality of them.

Joe had what it takes.”

[TAPE 8] Now we can hear Joe talking to
Micheal 0 hAlmhain at Culturlann in 1976,
and we can see his great interest in young
players.

That is the short version of Joe Liddy's
story. It is a very short version. There is
plenty of material in print about him and
his colleagues, and people who enquire
about it will be well rewarded. Joe died in
March 1992. Ar dheis De go raibh se agus
iad sin go leir a bhi pairteach leis.

I want to say a sincere thank you to the
Committee for having me here, and to many
people who gave me great support to enable
me to do this talk: Joe's daughter Ann,
Meabh, Paraic, Michael Tubridy, Harry
Bradshaw, Nicholas Carolan, Paddy Ryan,
Seamus Mac Mathuna and indeed many others.
Thank you for listening patiently agus go
n-eiri an t-adh 1ibh.

[TAPE 9 AND VIDEQO] Now, to finish the
story, we have two of Joe's reels Played
at the launching of "The Leitrim Fiddler,
Volume 2" by Paraic, Meabh and Sean:
Palmer’'s Gate and Kilcoon.
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SUMMARY OF TAPES

Pg 1: Joe talking.

ppe 1, Pg 3:

ape

2,

Pg 4:

Joe and Harry Bradshaw and
two tracks Belhavel Trio:
Jigs, Regal Zonophone IZ 864
& Hornpipes (same record?)

Kincora Ceili Band:
Three Reels - Ceol Tire CL12

lape 3 & Video, Pg 5: Joe playing

lape

fape

lape

lape

fape

4,

8.

Pg 6:

Pg 10:

One jig: Calf Lea

Gus Tierney:

One reel

St. Fachnan's Ceili Band
G.T.D. C064

Meabh, Kathleen & Sean:
Two hornpipes

Meabh, Kathleen & Sean:
Two Jjigs

Meabh, Kathleen & Sean:
Two reels

Joe talking to Micheal
0 hAlmhain

?pe 9 & Video, Pg 10: Paraic, Meabh & Sean

Two reels



