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ABSTRACT 
 

Ethnomusicological works often examine music as an expression of identity.  In these studies, 

music is seen as the product of culture and ethnicity.  This thesis reverses this approach and instead 

explores how musical experiences, rather than only reflecting identity, can produce identity.  Within the 

context of the United States of America, a multicultural society, the Irish music tradition is generally 

understood to belong to the community of the Irish diaspora.  This music is closely associated with a 

specific population that is delineated by both a common ethnicity and culture.  However, this work 

considers the resulting impact upon identity construction when individuals from outside of this 

community participate in its music.  This thesis examines how and why individuals in the United States, 

regardless of their ethnic background, incorporate an Irish-American cultural identity into their personal 

identity through participation in the Irish-American music-culture.  This work demonstrates that 

membership in the Irish-American music community is determined more by musical participation, 

personal interactions between individual members, and a respect for the tradition than by an Irish ethnic 

connection.  It also shows how Irish music in an American context is uniquely suited for the 

construction and reconstruction of identity by its participants.
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CHAPTER 1 

IDENTITY AND IRISH MUSIC IN THE UNITED STATES 

“I was out there smokin’ a cigarette and drinking a beer one night.  And the lady who’s like, the 

treasurer for the Shamrock Club, she came out and she goes, “Are you Irish?”  And I went, “I’m 

Hungarian.”  And she goes, “I’m Romanian! I don’t care, I just have fun coming here!” – Larry Shicks
1
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

My first real, meaningful experience with Irish music was back in High School. A friend and 

mentor of mine, Eddie Cotter, brought the Irish band Gaelic Storm to town to play a concert as a fund 

raiser.  It was the first time I had ever really noticed Irish music.  What little I had heard in passing, 

mostly through movies televised around St. Patrick’s Day, tended to be contrived background 

accompaniment.  Consequently, before that time, I never gave it a second thought.  Now however, I 

suddenly found Irish music at the forefront of my attention.  I fell in love with what I heard at that 

concert and with what I experienced, even just as an audience member.  I bought all of their CDs and, 

when the chance came, I went to hear them perform again.  This time, the performance venue took me to 

Columbus, Ohio for the Dublin Irish Festival.  I was shocked and thrilled to find such a huge, active, 

Irish community.   

I soon went away to college, but my newfound interest stayed with me, simmering away on the 

backburner.  It was during those years that I had an experience that would eventually serve to jumpstart 

this thesis.  I went back to the Dublin Irish Festival in 2006.  This time, mixed in with some old 

favorites, Gaelic Storm also performed pieces from their then newly released album, Bring Yer Wellies.  

That evening, from my position in the crowd, I watched – and even sang along when I was able to pick 

up the words, – with hundreds of fans who joined in singing “Kiss Me I’m Irish.” 

Kiss me I’m Irish 
I am the Wild Rover  
My eyes they are smiling  
And I’m seldom sober  
I like my whiskey  
And I love to dance  
So if you’re feeling as lucky as me  
Take a chance…  
And kiss me I’m Irish2 

                                                        
1 Larry Shicks, interview by author, Columbus, OH, June 5, 2008. 
2 Gaelic Storm, “Kiss Me I’m Irish,” Bring Yer Wellies (Lost Again Records, 2006). 
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The fans, young and old, drunk and sober, swayed from side to side and held lit cell phones aloft as they 

enthusiastically sang along.  After spending all day at a festival where the goal is to bring together all 

things Irish, this felt like a personal moment of culmination.  For those passing minutes, we all shared in 

celebrating our Irish identity.  There was just one problem with this picture.  I’m not Irish.  I am also 

sure that many of people in that crowd, like me, were non-Irish Americans.   

 

PURPOSE 

 Musical experiences have the power to shape identity.  To participate in a musical tradition is to 

interact with the community to which the tradition belongs.  The purpose of this thesis is to investigate 

the correlation between different forms of musical participation and the resulting impact upon identity 

construction.  More specifically, this work explores how such identity construction takes place within 

the context of a multicultural society, the United States of America.  This work examines different ways 

in which individuals negotiate their identity in relation to the socially defined constructs of culture and 

ethnicity.  I propose that participation in a music tradition can allow for the construction of a certain 

kind of identity that can cross cultural borders.  An individual might, through music, thus be able to 

“adopt” a culture.  As a case study for these concepts, this thesis examines how and why individuals in 

the United States, regardless of their ethnic background, incorporate an Irish-American cultural identity 

into their personal identity through participation in Irish music.3   

 

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

This thesis examines the intersection of two subject areas, the Irish-American music-culture, and 

identity construction in the United States.  The Irish diaspora in the United States has long been an area 

of study, and as a subcategory, so has its music.  It is generally understood that the Irish music-culture 

belongs to the community of the Irish diaspora.  This music is closely associated with a specific 

population that is delineated by both a common ethnicity and culture.  However, what needs to be 

considered is what happens when individuals from outside of this community participate in the music-

culture.  By taking part in a community’s culture, to a certain degree they can then become part of the 

                                                        
3 While “Irish music” is a rather general term that can refer to various musical forms that originate in Ireland and 

exist around the world, in this thesis it will be used to refer specifically to the music of the Irish-American tradition.  
Similarly, terms such as “Irish culture” and “Irish community” will also refer to those groups, identities, and expressions that 
exist in the United States. 
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community.  This suggests that the construction of identity can be determined not only by background, 

but to some degree, in some cases, also through actions.   

A question that I began to ask is: what could motivate Americans who do not have an Irish 

ethnicity as their heritage to associate with Irish-American culture, a culture that is first and foremost 

defined by its ethnicity?  I suspected that the answer might lie in a concept I delineated, that of the 

“ethnic orphan.”  There is a basic human need to belong and to understand one’s place in the world via 

the existing, socially-defined constructs of culture and ethnicity.  The term ethnic orphan is therefore 

used to describe those people – and for this study, those Americans – who feel unable to orient 

themselves firmly within these identity shaping constructs.  This does not imply that certain people are 

lacking ethnicity or culture.  Every person has a heritage that is specific to them; however, they may not 

be able to relate to the various manifestations of culture and ethnicity that exist in American society.  

Often, this can come about because a person’s heritage is a combination of several different ethnicities, 

and they find it difficult to align themselves with just one.  Or, on the other end of the spectrum, people 

who have a very clear heritage can find themselves feeling similarly distanced because they do not 

participate in the activities of that culture.  The ethnic orphan would be an individual who, for whatever 

reason, feels distanced from any of the socially defined cultural, or ethnic, groups.   

The term ethnic orphan also implies that ethnicity can be adopted.  Such a transformation of 

identity can come about through cultural expressions such as musical experiences.  I suspected that this 

desire to “adopt” a cultural and ethnic identity might be the motivation behind individuals’ participation 

in a music-culture that does not correspond to their ethnicity.  However, through the course of my 

research, I discovered that while this may be a contributing factor in some instances, it is by no means 

an overarching trend, nor does it appear to be a primary motivation to participate in Irish music.  Rather, 

I found that motivations tended to center around enjoyment and appreciation of the community and its 

music tradition.  If there was any motivational trend specifically regarding an American experience, I 

was surprised to find that participation in Irish-American culture can sometimes be understood as a 

celebration and enactment of what might be understood as a distinctly American identity.  Therefore, 

this thesis examines what it means to be Irish within the context of the United States.  It addresses how 

musicians, through participation, find a place within the Irish-American music community and how this 

community is structured.  Finally, this work seeks to understand what motivates individuals to adopt the 

Irish-American music-culture as their own.   
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SURVEY OF LITERATURE 

The body of research that is most closely tied to this project is that which examines how Irish 

music can function as a vehicle for cultural participation and the construction of identity.  Most studies 

concerning Irish music in America have primarily focused on the music itself; how the genre has 

developed, and whether or not the music is “authentically” traditional.  These studies, while they may 

relate tangentially, are of less importance to this thesis.  The other significant body of literature for this 

project addresses identity construction: how the self negotiates multifaceted social constructs in order to 

belong to a community.  

 There is a large volume of work addressing how cultural communities are structured and defined 

in the United States, particularly concerning the lack of clear or stable boundaries between these 

different cultural groups.  One issue is that of cultural hybridity.  Two articles, Deborah J. Schildkraut’s 

“Defining American Identity in the Twenty-First Century: How much ‘there’ is there?” and Jennifer Lee 

and Frank D. Bean’s “America’s Changing Color Lines: Immigration, Race/Ethnicity, and Multiracial 

Identification” both address how hybridity is created in America through the country’s changing ethnic 

diversity.4  These studies also raise the question of how cultural identities are being constructed, 

transformed, and redefined. 

 Paul R. Spickard and Rowena Fong’s “Pacific Islander Americans and Multiethnicity: A Vision 

of America’s Future” and M. Verkuyten’s “Ethnic Group Identification and Group Evaluation Among 

Minority and Majority Groups: Testing the Multiculturalism Hypothesis” go one step further.5  These 

works are specific geographical case studies of how cultural identity is constructed within a particular 

hybridized society.  However, they do not consider a cultural identity that crosses geographical 

boundaries, being more interested in the specific hybridized society than in the particular identity being 

constructed. 

 Nina Wurgaft’s doctoral dissertation, “Also Known as: An Exploration of Cultural Hybridity” 

and Sailaja Vatsala Krishnamurti’s thesis, “Boundaries on Fire: Hybridity and the Political Economy of 

                                                        
4 Deborah J. Schildkraut, “Defining American Identity in the Twenty-First Century: How much ‘there’ is there?,” 

The Journal of Politics 69, no. 3 (August 2007): 597-615;  Jennifer Lee and Frank D. Bean, America’s Changing Color 
Lines: Immigration, Race/Ethnicity, and Multiracial Identification,” Annual Review of Sociology 30 (January 2004): 221-42, 
http://vnweb.hwwilsonweb.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/hww/shared/shared_main.jhtml?_requestid=318923 (accessed November 
04, 2007). 

5 Paul R. Spickard and Rowena Fong, “Pacific Islander Americans and Multiethnicity: A Vision of America’s 
Future,” Social Forces 73, no. 4 (June 1995): 1365-1383, http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=s3h&AN 
=9508060153&site=ehost-live (accessed November 04, 2007); M. Verkuyten, “Ethnic Group Identification and Group 
Evaluation Among Minority and Majority Groups: Testing the Multiculturalism Hypothesis,” Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology 88, no. 1 (January 2005): 121-38, http://psycnet.apa.org.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/index.cfm?fa=search.display 
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Culture,” address how cultural hybridity influences nationality, ethnicity, and race.6  They also examine 

how hybridity plays out in cultural marginality, hidden diversity, fluidity of identity, multidimensional 

worldview, and non-traditional ways of belonging.  These articles examine different configurations in 

which a person can negotiate their identity in respect to several cultural groups.  However, by 

understanding identity as something fluid and changeable, they seem to be lacking a dimension in which 

that same person, rather than moving between identities, might be able to simultaneously experience 

different identities and how they might be complementary.   

In order to examine the role of music in the creation, negotiation and performance of identity, 

this project will examine the Irish music-culture in the United States as a case study.  In the book The 

Irish in Us: Irishness, Performativity, and Popular Culture, Diane Negra provides ample examples of 

different vehicles through which Irishness is performed.7  The many ways in which ethnicity can be 

created and portrayed are useful in portraying the versatility of identity.  However, the book jumps from 

one mode of cultural identity construction to another without stopping to examine how any particular 

system, such as those found in the music-culture, works.   

 The studies that resonate the most with this project are Brigittine M. French’s “‘We’re All Irish’: 

Transforming Irish Identity in a Midwestern Community,” Martin Stokes and Philip Vilas Bohlman’s 

Celtic Modern: Music at the Global Fringe, and Deborah L. Rapuano’s “Becoming Irish or Becoming 

Irish Music?: Boundary Construction in Irish Music Communities.”8  French’s article examines how 

people who are not Irish by birth can still take on, or “adopt,” an Irish identity and belong to an Irish 

community.  However, in this study, membership is granted based on the geographical boundaries of the 

town.  It does not consider how the same type of adoption of identity can take place through actions, 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
Record&uid=2004-22407-009 (accessed November 04, 2007). 

6 Nina Wurgaft, “Also Known as: An Exploration of Cultural Hybridity,” PhD diss., Antioch New England 
Graduate School, 2007, In ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 
http://proquest.umi.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/pqdweb?index=0&did=11721 
22651&SrchMode=1&sid=1&fmt=2&VInst=PROD&VType=PQD&RQT=309&VName=PQD&TS=1194240243&clientId
=20174 (accessed November 04, 2007); Sailaja Vatsala Krishnamurti, “Boundaries on Fire: Hybridity and the Political 
Economy of Culture,” Master’s thesis, University of Victoria, 2000, In ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, http://proquest. 
umi.com/pqdweb?index=0&did=729104051&SrchMode=1&sid=1&Fmt=2&VInst=PROD&VType=PQD&RQT=3097VNa
me=PQD&TS=1194476880&clientId=20174 (accessed November 07, 2007). 

7 Diane Negra, ed., The Irish in Us: Irishness, Performativity, and Popular Culture, (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2006).  

8 Brigittine M. French, “‘We’re All Irish’: Transforming Irish Identity in a Midwestern Community,” New Hibernia 

Review 11, no. 1 (2007): 9-24, http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/new_hibernia_review/v011/11.1french.pdf (accessed November 
07, 2007); Martin Stokes and Philip Vilas Bohlman, Celtic Modern: Music at the Global Fringe, Vol. 1 of Europea: 

Ethnomusicologies and Modernities, Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2003; Deborah L. Rapuano, “Becoming Irish or Becoming 
Irish Music?: Boundary Construction in Irish Music Communities,” Journal of American & Comparative Cultures 24, no. 
1/2 (Spring/Summer 2001): 121-38, http://vnweb.hwwilsonweb.com/hww/shared/shared_main.jhtml?_requestid-126859 
(accessed November 07, 2007). 
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such as musical participation.  Stoke’s book does examine the relationship between Irish identity and 

music, however none of the articles in the book focus specifically on the Irish identity of people who 

have adopted that identity, rather than being born into it.  Rapuano’s article comes the closest to the 

subject of this project.  She addresses how a multifaceted Irish traditional music has influenced 

musician’s beliefs about Irishness, Irish music, and their place within the tradition.  In this study, rather 

than being understood in terms of constructs such as nation, race, and culture, identity is constructed in 

relation to a specific type of community, Irish sessions.   While my own observations support this idea 

of identity construction at a local community level, I believe this is only one part of the picture.  The 

scope of this study is limited in that it considers only the identities of musicians who perform at 

sessions. This does not address how there are many different parts of the entire Irish music community 

or the ways they are interrelated.   

Finally, in the chapter titled “Music and Identity” in his book, Taking Popular Music Seriously, 

Simon Frith suggests that identity is dynamic rather than static, and that identity creation is a process 

resulting from experience.  “My argument here, in short, rests on two premises: first, that identity is 

mobile, a process not a thing, a becoming not a being; second, that our experience of music – of music 

making and music listening – is best understood as an experience of this self-in-process.”9  He also 

suggests that we need to approach the relationship between music and identity from a new angle.  Most 

previous approaches have viewed music as a product of culture.  Instead, Frith wrote, “I want to reverse 

the usual academic and critical argument: the issue is not how a particular piece of music or a 

performance reflects the people, but how it produces them, how it creates and constructs an 

experience.”10  For this thesis, I adopt an approach in which musical participation is not only a way to 

affirm cultural identity but is also a way to create identity. 

 

THEORETICAL APPROACH 

In this thesis I treat identity as a dynamic quality that can be constructed and reconstructed 

through experience, and in this case, musical experiences.  This is consistent with Firth’s understanding 

that identity is not a fixed attribute, but one that is susceptible to change.  Identity is never defined just 

once.  Instead, it is a continual process of redefinition influenced by both incidental and purposeful 

experiences.  This means that a person can have at least some control over their identity based on the 

                                                        
9 Simon Frith, “Music and Identity,” in Taking Popular Music Seriously (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing 

Company, 2007) 294.   
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experiences of their choosing. If such experiences include participation in the Irish-American music-

culture – whether as a performer, listener, consumer, enthusiast, etc. – the individual’s identity would 

theoretically change to somehow incorporate Irishness.  This would lead to a non-traditional way of 

belonging; membership by participation rather than by upbringing or family history. Therefore, it is 

important to evaluate the Irish-American music community and how it understands membership and 

enables belonging.  It is also important to examine both the pathways by which people come to belong 

to the community and the motivation behind their decisions to be involved.   

Another premise on which this thesis is founded is that by participating in a culture you can 

become part of that community.  As Firth suggests, I will examine how musical experiences, rather than 

only reflecting identity, can produce identity.  By taking part in the cultural expressions of a community, 

outside individuals can come to belong to that community.  Even though the music community is closely 

associated and identified with a particular ethnicity, being Irish, it is still possible for non-Irish people to 

become a part of it.  There are many ethnomusicological studies which examine the musical 

syncretisms, creolizations, and hybridizations that result from interactions between different groups of 

people.  Here, new people implies a new music tradition, but what happens when outside people adopt a 

music tradition rather than creating something new?  There are many studies concerning national 

cultures and how they spread beyond their original geographical boundaries yet are still able to retain 

their original identities.  This is particularly common with diaspora studies.  However, I think it is also 

important to take this a step further and consider not only how a culture can extend past geographical 

boundaries, but how it can also exist beyond the ethnicity with which it is identified.  What does it mean 

for someone who is not Irish to belong to the Irish-American music community?   

 

METHODOLOGY 

For this project I conducted ethnomusicological field research using a standard participant-

observational method.  My field work took place at venues where Irish music and culture are practiced 

primarily in and around central-Ohio.  I attended band performances, sessions, concerts, Irish dance 

lessons and recitals, Irish and folk festivals, and community events.  The venues were community 

centers, clubs, bars and Irish pubs, cafés, restaurants, music stores, dance studios, private homes, and 

public events such as outdoor concerts, parades, and festivals.  Specific locations included the Shamrock 

Club of Columbus, the Expresso Yourself Music Café, McFadden’s Pub, the Scoil Rince NÃ Chiara 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
10 Ibid. 



 8 

 
 

 

(the NÃ Chiara School of Irish Dance), the Granville Irish Festival, the Dayton Celtic Festival, the 

Cleveland Irish Cultural Festival, and the Dublin Irish Festival.  I conversed with individual musicians, 

local bands, well-known independent bands, audience members, and dancers in order to ascertain oral 

narratives regarding experiences with, and perceptions of, Irish music, culture, and identity. Descriptive 

ethnographic fieldnotes, transcriptions, still photographs, audio recordings, and video recordings were 

used to document and analyze current constructs of Irish identities in the United States.  

 

CHAPTER OUTLINE 

 In order to understand what it means for a non-Irish American to participate in the Irish-

American music-culture and, therefore, to belong to the Irish-American music community, it is first 

necessary to understand what it means to be Irish.  Chapter 2 examines what roles Irish ethnicity can 

play for Irish musicians in the United States.  Here, I analyze these musicians’ descriptions of what it 

means to be Irish and whether or not this ethnicity is considered to be of much importance.  I determine 

that while having an Irish-American ethnicity is understood to be something desirable, it is not clearly 

defined.  Also, while ethnicity can play an important role in why individuals participate in the music and 

belong to the community, having this ethnicity is by no means a prerequisite.  I find that while ethnicity 

can play a role in determining membership and, consequently, identity, participation in cultural 

expressions such as music plays a more crucial role.  Therefore, Chapter 3 describes the importance of 

participation.  This is a key aspect of the Irish-American music-culture, and it is through participation 

that individuals are able to find a place within the community.   This chapter also explores one type of 

participation in more depth, musical performance.  It looks at the process in which musicians can 

become more a part of the community by learning a common musical repertoire.  In Chapter 4 I explain 

how membership in this community is not clearly delineated, but that belonging increases as individuals 

become more deeply involved.  I also show that the community is structured around a network of 

personal connections and a shared respect for the music tradition.  Chapter 5 explores why individuals, 

particularly those who are not Irish by ethnicity, decide to take part in the music and the community.  

Here, I determine that having an ethnic connection to the music-culture is not the only motivation for 

participation.  Musical appreciation and enjoyment often play a key role in this decision.  Finally, 

Chapter 6 addresses the unique situation presented by having Irish music in America.  Not only is this 

music accessible to Americans, it also lends itself to the reinterpretation of identity. 
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CHAPTER 2 

WHAT IT MEANS TO BE IRISH IN AMERICA 

“It’s very fun.  And the thing is if you go to pubs, especially in Dublin…  Dublin over the last several 

years has become kind of an international city, and you may be in a session and some Asian girl walks 

in with a violin, you know?  Or they’ll be some guitar player from Czechoslovakia or something like 

that.  I mean, it’s just one of those things.” – Tim Kerns
11

 

 

WAIT, SO ARE YOU IRISH? 

I would like to start by saying that even though the question of being Irish is addressed at the 

beginning of this thesis, this in no way implies that it was at the beginning of my conversations with 

musicians.  Nor is this issue addressed first because of its importance.  In fact, during the actual process 

of meeting new people, having conversations, and conducting interviews, I was surprised to see what 

little importance this issue was given.  My expectations were that, while being Irish wouldn’t matter as 

far as whether or not a person is qualified to play Irish music, I still thought that it would be a commonly 

discussed issue within the community.  What I found was that the subject of being Irish didn’t come up 

nearly as often as I had expected.   

This was most clearly illustrated during introductions, when I went to new places and met new 

musicians.  The following are excerpts from the fieldnotes I made on May 16, 2008 after my first trip to 

the Shamrock Club of Columbus12.  This session was my first fieldwork experience with the central-

Ohio Irish community.  What is notable from these excerpts is that in the process of meeting the 

musicians, they were not interested in whether or not I was Irish. 

I hadn’t been to that part of Columbus before, so I didn’t know what to expect…  I saw that the 
area looked rather run down.  It was also interesting to find that the Shamrock Club of Columbus 
was around the corner from a House of Girls.  At this point I wasn’t sure what to expect, because 
the neighborhood seemed to be at odds with the impression I got from the website.  However, as 
the Club came into view, I saw a nice building with an Irish-themed playground behind the 
parking lot. … 
…As I was parking, another car pulled in.  I waited a minute, and I saw a man get out with a 
violin case.  I felt a bit relieved; it looked like I was in the right place after all.  “Fiddle?” I 
asked.  He nodded, so I said, “Me too,” and proceeded to introduce myself.  I kept the initial 
introduction fairly simple: I was a college student, home for the summer.  I’ve been interested in 
Irish music and had heard about this session.  I found out that his name was Stuart Brand, and he 
sort of took charge of introducing me and leading me around for the evening. 

  
KN: I’m sure there’s going to be a lot of tunes that I won’t know. 

                                                        
11 Tim Kerns, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, February 19, 2008. 
12 See Appendix B: Photo Gallery 
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SB: Yeah, and probably some that you will.  So how much Irish [music] have you done in the 
past? 
KN: Well, I’ve been playing classical violin since 4th grade. And I majored in music in 
undergrad, in Music Education.  I started listening to Irish in high school, but never really did 
anything about it until the last year or so.  And I’ve been in an ensemble down at school, and I’m 
studying it now. 
SB: They actually have a place you can study Irish [music]? 
KN: Um, I’m getting my Masters degree in Ethnomusicology, and no one ever knows what that 
is… 
SB: Ok!  I actually do know what that is! 
KN: Oh, good!13 
 

I had just met Stuart14, and one of the first things he asked me about was my experience with Irish music 

and about studying music in general.  In fact, this happened over and over again whenever I met other 

musicians.  Their first questions for me were never about whether or not I was Irish.  Rather, they were 

more interested in my musical ability and level of experience.   

Whether or not I was Irish was of little consequence.  I saw that when being Irish was discussed, 

the tone of the conversation was far more observational than critical.  Comments were made in passing 

and were often of a humorous nature.  When Stuart introduced me to Joe Ridgeway, he first asked about 

my experience playing Irish music and then proceeded to joke about being Irish. 

KN: I’m kind of new in the Columbus Irish scene. 
JR: Oh, have you played in a session before?   
KN: Not around here. 
JR: You look familiar, but, you know all us Irish types do. 
SB: Yeah, we all look alike –  
JR: [laughs] Us Irish types… 
SB:  – except, I’m mostly German and English. 
KN: [fake whisper] I’m not Irish at all, shh…15 
 

Of course, as you can begin to see in this excerpt, there are two different forms of identity being 

discussed.  “Us Irish types” is referring to musicians who belong to the Irish-American music 

community.  However, humor is found in recognizing the fact that, of these musicians, many of them do 

not actually have an Irish heritage, or ethnicity.  This same twofold nature, a division between belonging 

culturally and ethnically, can be seen when dissecting the term “Irish musician.”  This term is 

problematic in that it can be understood in various ways.  It could refer to a person who is both Irish and 

plays Irish music.  Or, the term could refer to someone who is Irish and happens to be a musician, 

                                                        
13 Stuart Brand, personal conversation with author, May 16, 2008. 
14 For information about the musicians and bands interviewed for this thesis please see Appendix A: Oral Sources. 
15 Joe Ridgeway and Stuart Brand, personal conversation with author, May 16, 2008. 
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regardless of the musical genre.  For the purposes of this thesis, the term Irish musician describes a third 

option, someone who plays Irish music irrespective of whether or not they are actually Irish. 

 

THE IRISH SPECTRUM 

When we did bring up the subject of people’s backgrounds, I soon realized that whether or not a 

person is Irish is not a clear-cut distinction.  While there are Irish musicians in America who clearly 

have an Irish ethnicity, and those who clearly do not, there are also many people who fall somewhere in 

the middle of this spectrum.  The majority of Irish musicians that I spoke to could claim to be at least 

partially Irish “by blood.”  However, there were also many people who, when asked, would clarify that 

they were not actually Irish at all.  Others were completely Irish, or at least completely Irish-American.  

Moreover, even between people with similar amounts of Irish ethnicity, there are differences in the 

degree to which those ethnicities have shaped their backgrounds.  Take for example Shannon Treynor 

and Larry Dulin.  Both have what is clearly an Irish ethnicity through their family heritage, however 

Shannon grew up in a family that found many ways to participate in Irish culture while Larry did not 

really immerse himself in Irish culture until after he became involved with the music. 

ST: The fact that I’m new joining Irish sessions does not mean that it’s new, as in a new love, for 
me. I have a Dad who has over the years been a member of the Shamrock Club and the Ancient 
Order of the Hibernians and I’ve always been surrounded… My maiden name is Sullivan.  So we 
always had the Irish culture thing, and big parties on St. Patrick’s Day, that sort of thing.  And 
every year come St. Patrick’s Day my mother would pull out the old LP albums and play the 
Dubliners and the Chieftains and all these old Irish um… just traditional, a lot of traditional, a lot 
of the military music from the Irish history. And I just always loved when St. Patrick’s Day came 
around because I would get to listen to all of her albums again. … 
…ST: But I grew up listening to all that stuff…  The AOH used to have a meeting hall on the 
second floor of the parish center of St. Patrick’s Church downtown.  There was a bar up there.  
And every second Friday, the session would meet at the Ancient Order of Hibernians, and I 
would go, just to go listen.  
KN: When you were younger you did? 
ST: I was in Law School… I was in college. I can’t remember.  It was in the early to mid-90s 
that I would go.  My whole family would go and meet up at Tara Hall at St. Patrick’s Church.16 
 
 
LD: Well, there’s a lot of spellings of Dulin, and our family roots are traced back to uh… the 
mid-1700s.  I’m not sure where in Ireland they may have come from, probably Northern Ireland.  
But when we were over there, we visited a town called Doolin.  It’s on the west coast. … 
…KN: So then, is that one part of your family from Ireland, or everyone is from there? 

                                                        
16 Shannon Treynor, interview by author, Powell, OH, June 30, 2008. 
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LD: My father’s side. Yeah, the tree goes back on his side. And my mother’s side actually is 
English, British. 
KN: [joking] Do they get along ok?! 
LD: Yeah.  [laughing] They do now. … 
…KN: And you hadn’t played Irish music before then? 
LD: And I said, “How does Irish music go?”   
KN: Oh! You didn’t even know what it really sounded like? 
LD: No. No, no, no.  Not traditional Irish music. … 
…KN: What about, did you family like, celebrate St. Patrick’s Day, or… 
LD: No, no. 
KN: It was never really something you thought about? 
LD: It [Irish music and culture] was all totally alien to me at that time. 
KN: What about after you got into the music? 
LD: I embraced it 100%.  To the extent that I, umm… I really couldn’t tell you anything about 
80s music in the mainstream.  That was my thing.  You pretty much had to immerse yourself if 
you were going to perform it in public and do a good job. 17 

 
Cultural expressions such as music play an important role in making an ethnic identity meaningful.  

Shannon’s memories of growing up Irish are centered in experiences: music, participating in clubs, and 

celebrating holidays.  Similarly, it was Larry’s interest in Irish music that interested him in his heritage.  

These two examples begin to illustrate that having an Irish ethnicity may be important but, in 

practicality, it turns out that participating in the culture can have a bigger impact on shaping an 

individual’s life and identity.   

Of the musicians I spoke with whose ethnicity is at least partially Irish, I saw that there were two 

trends for cultural participation.  One tendency is that they were raised in a family that participated in 

their Irish culture through music, holiday celebrations, food, and/or religion.  The second trend is that 

even if their family had never participated in the culture, it is common that these individuals are 

nonetheless instilled with a sense of pride to be Irish.   

JS: And I think the most exciting thing about it was, I identified with the music because of my 
mother being, her family being, Scots-Irish.  She always talked about being Irish.  And very 
proud of it, so I identified with that.18 
 
TK: Well, I always knew, from the standpoint of genealogy, that I had some Irish roots, and 
Scottish roots and all that.  What I did do was have my DNA analyzed and that sort of thing.  
And my DNA basically is the same as 90% of all the men in Ireland, and the British Isles for that 
matter, and then sections of England and all that.  So that’s, I mean… When I’m there I feel at 
home, if that makes any sense.  I mean it’s just kind of an ethereal thing.  It’s just you know, I 
belong here.  I love the place.  My wife was just saying, “Why don’t we go anywhere else 
besides Ireland?”  We will, one day.…19 

                                                        
17 Larry Dulin, interview by author, Columbus, OH, June 20, 2008. 
18 Jane Scott, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, April 12, 2008. 
19 Tim Kerns, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, February 19, 2008. 
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When I spoke with these musicians they explained that when they got involved with Irish music, they 

saw it as a way to celebrate their heritage.  I often heard that they felt a certain degree of connection to 

Irish music, even if they had never heard it before, simply because they were Irish.  It seemed that 

participating in the culture both complemented and reinforced their claim of being Irish.   

I also spoke with people who, while having some Irish in them somewhere, don’t feel a 

connection with that ethnicity.  They don’t identify as being Irish.  Usually they will say that they are 

only partly Irish, a small part.  However, small or large, what is common for everyone in this category is 

that participating in Irish culture is not something that was handed down by their family.  Instead, they 

became involved on their own, and for other reasons.   

KN: So is there any Irish in your background? 
JH: Um, my Grandfather on my mom’s side, he had really red hair.  I don’t know how Irish he 
was, like half or something, maybe not that much… So, I’m like a sixteenth or something. 
KN: So, it’s there somewhere, but it was never really, part of your history growing up? 
JH: Prominent, uh-uh.20 
 
KH: My nationality is actually not Irish.  I’m Polish and, there’s a large majority of me that’s 
Irish, but it’s very distant, and far removed.  I’m more Polish than anything, which is really 
weird because I feel more of a connection to Irish culture than I do to anything else because…  I 
guess it’s a personal experience kind of thing.  I’ve never been to Poland but I’m an eighth 
Polish.  I didn’t really know my Great-Grandmother or my Grandmother that well.  They never 
really spoke Polish, they kind of, pushed away from Polish culture so, I never really felt 
connected to it.21 
 
SB: Irish aspects!?! I may have about that much – I’m holding my fingers about a quarter-inch 
apart, for the recording – about that much Irish or Scottish blood in me somewhere.  I’m not 
really sure where.  One of my grandparents, she was a redhead.  So there’s an indication of 
possibilities there.  But, uh, there are no ethnic ties that I can really point at and say, this is why I 
do this.  It’s mostly because I like it.  It’s a lot of fun.22   

 
These individuals say that they are too far removed from their Irish ethnicity for it to be meaningful.  

Therefore, they did not decide to participate in the music in order to express any preexisting Irish 

identity.  Nonetheless, Irishness has now been incorporated into their identity, albeit in a different way.  

As a result of their participation in the music-culture, these musicians feel a strong connection to an 

Irish-American cultural identity rather than to an Irish-American the ethnic identity.   

                                                        
20 Jamie Hammack, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, April 15, 2008. 
21 Katie Heffner, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, February 15, 2008. 
22 Stuart Brand, interview by author, Columbus, OH, June 6, 2008. 
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I also spoke to quite a few Irish musicians who have no Irish ethnicity at all.  They also feel a 

connection to the music, participate in the music-culture, and on some level incorporate Irishness as a 

part of their identity.   

KN: And now, here I am doing all this Irish, but I’m not even Irish. 
KS: I know what you mean, yeah.  I’m German and I’ve got some English in me.  Nothing, not 
as far as I know, nothing Irish, nothing.  My mother’s maiden name was Weber, and that’s as 
German as you get.  Her grandfather’s name was Gottlieb.  [laughs] And so, yeah, I’m the same 
way.  There’s not a lick of Irish blood in me, as far as I know.23 
 
LS:  There’s a couple… I remember there’s a couple Hungarians in the room. [everyone laughs 
as they all know that both he and I are Hungarian] 
KN: I heard that! [laughs] Yeah I heard that too. 
CM: As they play with an Eastern European accent [joking].24 

  
DC: And no, I’m not Irish.  I thought out I might have a little, but it turned out to be a 
misspelling and it’s actually German. [laughs]…  Yeah, but my mother was adopted by a 
Connolly, and my stepfather was a Sullivan.  But I don’t have the genes. … 
…SB: What happens though is that, once you start playing the music, you become part of the 
community, whether you’re Irish or not.  You know, I feel completely at home going down to 
the Shamrock Club, even though I’m not really sure I even have any Irish in me.25 

 
What is particularly interesting about these conversations is that when these individuals talk about not 

actually being Irish their manner is very lighthearted, often even joking.  It conveys an understanding 

that this is an inconsequential matter.  This was a common attitude that I experienced throughout the 

course of my research.  These musicians belong to the community just as much as anyone else does, and 

it is simply a rather ironic fact that it isn’t “in their blood.”   

The musicians I met come from very different backgrounds, especially as far as “bring Irish” is 

concerned.  I found that how they make sense of their Irish background hinges upon two factors: what 

percentage of their ethnicity is Irish, and how much their family participated in Irish culture.  It is 

important to note that these two factors do not always work proportionately.  For example: a family that 

is completely Irish by blood may not participate in any sort of Irish culture, while a family that is deeply 

involved may only be Irish by a small percentage.  What results from this is not two clear categories, 

Irish and not-Irish, but a spectrum in which these factors, ethnicity and cultural practice, exist to varying 

degrees.  This same spectrum can also be used, not only to understand a person’s Irish background, but 

also when considering the ways in which they are Irish now.  Many people I spoke with came from a 

family that is not Irish, either by ethnicity or cultural practice.  They learned to play Irish music and 

                                                        
23 Kathy Simcox, interview by author, Columbus, OH, July 17, 2008. 
24 Larry Shicks and Carol Metheny, interview by author, Columbus, OH, June 5, 2008. 
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became involved in the sessions.  Now these people, without a doubt, are considered to be part of the 

Irish-American music community.  This implies that one factor, cultural participation, takes precedence 

over the other, ethnicity.  Ethnicity, on the other hand, sometimes seems to function as more of a perk.  

The overarching attitude is that it is fine if a person is not Irish by blood, but if they are, so much the 

better.   

I know there is something truly magical about the music and dance of Ireland – it is that same 
breathtaking, thrilling, relaxing, chilling, riveting, haunting, toe-tapping, contagious thing that 
grips anyone and everyone who is privileged enough to possess even a smidgen of Irish blood in 
their veins, and most who don’t.26 

 
Everyone I spoke with seemed to agree, that it is not necessary to be Irish by ethnicity, but it is a 

“privilege” for those who are.  Having an ethnic connection is something to be celebrated and can even 

be a reason for why people participate in the culture however, by no means is it a prerequisite.   

One evening in June, following a session at the Shamrock Club, I sat down with Carol, Joe and 

Larry to talk.  I had meant for this conversation to be an interview with Carol, but when the others 

showed up, I figured, the more the merrier.  As having an Irish ethnicity is treated as a perk, I decided to 

use the opportunity to find out their perspective on just what it actually takes to be considered Irish, 

strictly from the perspective of ethnicity.   

KN: Now, wait a minute! How much Irish do you have to have to be Irish? 
CM: [laughs] There’s a good question. 
KN: It’s roundtable.  What do you [Carol] think? 
CM: To be considered Irish? 
KN: How much Irish do you have to be to be Irish?  You can take that question however you 
want. 
JR: At least an eighth. 
LS: I think it’s like .05%. 
CM: I think if you have like, a drop.  Just like they did for, uh, you know, the old days before… 
KN: So the tiniest little drop of Irish, and you’re Irish.  Is that basically the consensus? 
CM: Yeah, because it just like, pollutes your entire system. 
JR: Yup, there you go. 
KN: No rebuttal?  Everyone go with that? 
JR: Sure. 
KN: So, the tiniest little bit of Irish will make you Irish.   
LS: .05% 
KN: What about the person who has no Irish at all, but they play all the music and go to the 
festivals… 
JR: They have to sleep with somebody who’s Irish. [everybody laughs]  

                                                                                                                                                                                                
25 Dave Coplin and Stuart Brand, interview by author, Columbus, OH, June 6, 2008. 
26 Leah O’Brien Bernini, “Leah O’Brien Bernini on MySpace Music,” personal home page, http://www. 

myspace.com/leahbernini (accessed February 28, 2009).   
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KN: So now, the person with no Irish… Now can they become Irish if they like play all the 
music, and go to all the festivals, and join the Shamrock club? Do they become Irish then? 
JR: If they sleep with somebody!27 

 
What I learned from this conversation is that there is no definitive limit after which an individual can no 

longer claim an Irish identity.  Even the smallest connection that can be made is valid.  Also, there does 

not seem to be official ruling regarding what criteria does or does not count.   

This corresponds with the messages I was inundated with at the Irish festivals, primarily through 

the media of t-shirts and memorabilia.  They included slogans such as “Irish-Italian,” “Irish-German,” 

and one of my favorites, “Irish through Marriage.”  These illustrate that even the smallest Irish ethnic 

connection is something that can be celebrated and incorporated into one’s identity.  For whatever 

reason, is seems that being Irish is becoming easier and more popular.  As Shannon Treynor said, “I 

think the tendency is to be more Irish than you are.” 28  This tendency also applies to those who are not 

Irish by ethnicity.  Having that ethnic connection is by no means a prerequisite to participate in the 

culture or belong to the community.  This belief can be seen on t-shirts that proclaim, “I’m not Irish, but 

kiss me anyway!” “Does this shirt make me look Gaelic?” and in the popular sentiment that, 

“Everyone’s Irish on St. Patrick’s Day.”  Clearly, while ethnicity can be important, and while it is 

enthusiastically celebrated, it is not the single defining factor in determining one’s ability to belong to 

the Irish-American music community.   

                                                        
27 Carol Metheny, Joe Ridgeway, and Larry Shicks, interview by author, Columbus, OH, June 5, 2008. 
28 Shannon Treynor, interview by author, Powell, OH, June 30, 2008. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 THE PATICIPATORY NATURE OF THE COMMUNITY 
 

KNOWING THE COMMON LANGUAGE TO FACILITATE PARTICIPATION 

Communities are defined by what they have in common.  In many cases this commonality is 

language.  The Irish-American music community is no exception.  It too has a language that its members 

use.  I believe that the common “language” that holds together the music community is its repertoire: the 

songs and tunes.  I remember one evening before a session I was sitting outside the Shamrock Club after 

conducting an interview with one of the session members, Larry Dulin.  Other members of the club were 

also there, however neither Larry nor I knew them as they didn’t play in the session.  At one point one 

of them came over, introduced himself, and asked if either Larry or I sing.  Larry responded that he did, 

so the man went to get his twelve-string guitar.  When he came back the two of them began trading 

songs, looking for ones that they both knew.   

 

  

 

Rec 1 – Larry Dulin trading songs with another club member 
The Shamrock Club of Columbus, 06/20/200829 

 

This recording begins with the man who introduced himself starting a song.  As he was unsure whether 

or not Larry knew that piece, he informed Larry that it was in three.  It becomes clear that Larry was at 

least somewhat familiar with this song as he was able to sing along at times, especially during the 

chorus.  Such knowledge of the repertoire helps individuals to be more active in the music-culture and 

more deeply a part of the community.  This does not mean that there is some prerequisite that requires 

members to have a certain level of knowledge or performance ability.  Rather, knowledge of the 

repertoire is important because, as can be heard in this example, it enables people to participate in 

making music together.  In other words, not knowing a piece of music would never exclude someone 

from the community however, knowing it enables that person to be more involved through musical 

performance. 

Whether vocal or instrumental, the melody is the most important part of this music.  Even the 

percussion instruments such as the bodhran, spoons, and bones are expected to follow and complement 
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the melodic structure of each tune.  Therefore, learning tunes is like learning the language; the more 

someone knows the more they can participate.  The need for this knowledge is magnified because of 

velocity.  A single musical event will quickly go through a large number of tunes.  Perhaps this can be 

better understood with some perspective.  Due to their similarities, and to the fact that both are common 

in Ohio, people often described Irish instrumental music to me by contrasting it with bluegrass and old-

timey music.  The difference that was most often pointed out was in the performance practices regarding 

the repetition of tunes.  In bluegrass and old-timey music, a single tune is repeated many times with a 

good deal of variation.  In Irish music each tune is only repeated a few times, generally three, before 

moving directly on to the next tune in the set.  As a result, the sheer volume of Irish tunes that are played 

in one setting is immense.  Therefore, the more you know, the more you can be involved. 

Involvement is a key element of this music-culture, it is participatory by nature.  While there is 

usually some division between performer and audience, this border is very permeable.  For example, 

consider this video of a session that took place at the Brazenhead Pub in Dublin, Ohio.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vid 1 – Dancers accompanying session musicians 
The Brazenhead Pub in Dublin, 07/15/2008 

 

What you can see here are some of the typical elements of an Irish session in America.  There is a group 

of musicians who gather together and sit in a circle in the corner of the room.  They are facing each 

other because they are there to make music for their own enjoyment.  In this sense the musicians are 

both performer and audience.  In fact, as illustrated in this example, it is even common to see musicians 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
29 All recordings and videos were made by the author. 
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who are sitting in the session circle take breaks from playing in order to just listen.  However, on 

another level it is possible to clearly differentiate between the musicians and the rest of the people in the 

pub.  While the musicians are both producing and consuming the music, the rest of the audience is only 

consuming the music.  While listening and appreciating the music is a form of participation, Irish 

performance practice dictates that they are welcome, and are often even expected, to participate more 

actively.  They can become part of the performance by singing along, clapping, tapping a foot, or even 

getting up and dancing.  For example, the two women who are dancing in this video are not members of 

this session.  Prior to this video they had been sitting at a table in the pub, eating, talking, and listening 

to the music.  However, they made the decision to participate more actively in the music, and to move 

from being an audience member to a performer, by getting up and dancing.   

I saw very similar things happen at the festivals I attended.  Musicians and bands perform 

outdoors under large tents with stages and sound systems that have been constructed.  Here there is an 

even stronger tendency for the audience to play a more active role by somehow joining in with the 

music, and there is a lot of encouragement to do so.  Clapping and singing are enhanced by the tendency 

people have of standing in front of their seats and sometimes even dancing in the aisles.   

 

 

Fig 1 – Audience participation during performance by Eileen Ivers 
The Cleveland Irish Cultural Festival, 07/19/2008 30 

                                                        
30 All photographs were taken by the author. 
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The bigger performances will even have a crowd of people packed in tightly, and dancing, down in front 

of the stage.  This is especially common for bands that are internationally known and that have a large 

fan base.  It is also more common for groups like Flogging Molly and Gaelic Storm that tend to be less 

traditional and incorporate more of the elements of a rock concert.  Furthermore, while bands will often 

plan to have dancers join them onstage, it is common to see people who know the dances spontaneously 

get up from the audience to dance in the aisles or at the base of the stage.   

 

 

Fig 2 – Spontaneous dancing by audience members 
The Dayton Celtic Festival, 07/26/2008 

 

While there are many ways in which audience members can become performers, when I was at 

the Cleveland Irish Cultural Festival I suddenly realized that this transition can go both ways.  After 

going to several performances, I began to notice that musicians who were not currently playing on 

another stage would often go and listen to the other performances.  At one point I was watching Eileen 
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Ivers and Immigrant Soul, and when I glanced to my left I noticed that (from left to right) Kathleen 

Boyle, Michelle Burke, and Roisin Dillon from Cherish The Ladies31 had shown up for the concert.   

 

 

Fig 3 – Musicians as audience members 
The Cleveland Irish Cultural Festival, 07/19/2008 

 

Something similar happened later that weekend at a performance by Liz Carroll and John Doyle.  

Halfway through the show Liz decided to say hello in between two pieces when she noticed Joanie 

Madden (also from Cherish the Ladies) and Eileen Ivers in the audience.   

                                                        
31 Cherish The Ladies is an all-woman traditional Irish band from the United States.  Originally organized for a 

concert series in America, the group now performs internationally.  Like Eileen Ivers, Liz Carroll, or John Doyle, they are 
well known, not only within the Irish-American community but also around the world, as some of the top musicians in the 
Irish music genre. 
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Towards the end of that concert, I watched as Joanie and Eileen once again transitioned between 

the roles of audience and performer.  With some enthusiastic encouragement from the audience they got 

their instruments and went up on stage to play with Liz and John.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vid 2 – Joanie Madden and Eileen Ivers join Liz Carroll and John Doyle 
Cleveland Irish Cultural Festival, 07/19/2008 

 

This video of the event is an example of the participatory nature of the music-culture.  Not only is the 

division between audience and performer ambiguous, this transition is made possible by knowledge of 

the repertoire.  What enabled them to perform together on the spur of the moment is that they were able 

to quickly come up with tunes that they all knew.  Right before beginning they agreed on a couple of 

tunes to play as a set.  They did not even need to make any decisions about the format because they 

knew the conventions for playing music in this tradition.  Tunes tend to follow an AABB format in 

which each of the two sections is always repeated.  Then the entire tune is repeated, usually about three 

times but not always, before moving on to the next tune in the set.  So they knew to watch for cues for 
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when it would be time to move to the next tune.  You can see this happen around minute 1:45 of the 

video.  A nod from Eileen prompts Liz to ask, “Now?”  She is answered by a kick from Joanie.  The 

kick is a substitute for a vocal cue, “Hup!” which is the usual signal that it is time to move to the next 

tune once the current section is finished.  Kicks are common substitutes, especially for musicians who 

need their air to go towards playing their instruments.  Either way, understanding these signals is 

important for the same reason as knowing the tunes; it is what allows musicians to join in.   

Of course, this “language” exists at a deeper level than just functionality.  At minute 1:26 you 

can see Eileen work a scale into the melody as a bit of improvisation.  Small deviations from the 

melody, such as ornaments, are common and expected when playing Irish music.  However, the amount 

of variation Eileen used in this example is more than what is typical.  Anyone who is familiar with both 

the tune and the conventions of how it is usually executed recognizes that Eileen was having a bit of fun.  

You can even see her acknowledgment of this fact by the way she smiled at John.   I spoke about this 

sort of musical function with Bryan Brookes, a member of a local band called The Drowsy Lads.  

BB: “It’s fun playing music.  It’s almost like this… you know, someone will add like a new 
countermelody or harmony or like a purposeful accidental or something, it’s funny.  It’s just like 
joking.”32  
 

Musical decisions have the ability to be a sort of inside joke for whoever is in the know. Those who are 

familiar with the music will recognize when purposeful changes are made and can understand the 

musician’s intent in making those changes.  Such moments of communication can exist when people 

share a repertoire.  Moreover, an ability to understand this “language” reinforces the individual’s 

membership in the community. 

 

LEARNING THE REPERTOIRE TO ENABLE MEMBERSHIP 

By far the most conventional way to learn the repertoire is aurally, actually sitting in at a session 

and learning the tunes by listening and maybe even – quietly and without interfering – trying to play 

along.  For most aspiring Irish musicians this also includes listening to recordings and even making their 

own recordings during the music events they attend. 

LS: And I sort of realized the way to learn, or at least a good way to learn, and a lot of fun was to 
be had, by simply sitting right outside the circle where the music was going on, and taping it and 
learning from the recordings.33 

 

                                                        
32 Bryan Brookes, interview by author, Columbus, OH, June 28, 2008. 
33 Larry Sanger, interview by author, Pataskala, OH, July 9, 2008. 
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A strong importance is always placed on the ability to learn the music aurally.  This practice is very 

important to many members of the music community.  However, due to the size of the repertoire, 

learning by listening is often supplemented in some way by written materials.  At times this use of 

written music seems to complement the aural approach.  When I first started playing at sessions in the 

Columbus area, I only knew a handful of the same tunes that they did.  At the more advanced sessions I 

would play along on the few tunes I knew and either sit out, or quietly attempt to learn the tune on the 

spot, for the ones I didn’t.  However at the slower sessions expectations and practices were different.  I 

found that these sessions had a less official, and arguably less “traditional,” approach.  Here the goal 

was not to produce high quality Irish music.  The sessions were designed to help people learn and 

prepare them for the more advanced sessions.  Here it was acceptable to actually have the music, written 

out, right in front of me.  Consequently, my level of participation was much higher when I was able to 

supplement learning the tunes by ear with written music.   

There are many written sources that are commonly used to “learn” tunes.  Most of these now 

exist electronically.  For example, The Red Book is a collection of Irish tunes that exists in ABC format.  

This is a format that is used in computer software to easily notate, edit, and transcribe many types of 

folk music.  While it is colloquially known as The Red Book, it is actually a collection called 

Midwestern Irish Session Tunes, by Phil Rubenzer.34  It looks rather like a fakebook and contains many 

of the Irish tunes that tend to be part of the “common language” at sessions in Midwest America.  

Materials like this are most commonly used, and arguably intended for use, outside of performance 

settings like sessions.  Most Irish musicians regard these resources as useful references, not as sheet 

music to play from.  However, at the slow sessions I attended this written material was often used for 

performance, primarily by newer members such as myself.  This actually led to an interesting 

development.  Since The Red Book exists only in electronic format, as more people joined the session it 

became commonplace to see them reading music from their laptops.   

                                                        
34 Phil Rubenzer, Midwestern Irish Session Tunes, Millennium ed. (Wisconsin: Phil Rubenzer, 2000). 
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Fig 4 – Using a laptop to play from written music 
The Expresso Yourself Music Café, 08/18/2008 

 

Having a written version of the tune to play from is particularly useful to musicians who are new 

to Irish music.  It is a step up, a boost.  It makes participation quicker and easier.  However, this practice 

does have its disadvantages.  Playing from written music is understandably tempting.  It can be hard to 

step away from the music; to do so would detract from the musician’s level of involvement in the 

immediate future.  However, it is an important step to take.  It is hard to learn the music by memory 

when the musician always has it right in front of them.  Moreover, being able to pick up a tune by ear is 

a very important skill to develop.  No matter how many tune books, or even laptops, might be available 

to play from, in sessions, musicians are still bound to come across new tunes that are not in the books.  

Participation depends upon the ability to remember old tunes and to learn new ones aurally.   
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LS: My first year I learned  a lot from sheet music, because I thought it was just too hard to learn 
by ear, and I didn’t know how.  And then I… The second year somebody told me, “ It’s not that 
difficult.” I don’t know who told me this, or how I ended up deciding.  But I think someone told 
me, “It’s not that difficult.  You can do it, and if you do it you will hugely improve.”  And that’s 
absolutely, absolutely 100% right.  Basically, doing that sort of slow, systematic practice was 
one thing that help me improve. But the other thing was listening constantly, which is what I 
did.35 

 
What is written in a tune book is not what should actually be performed.  Not only are there various 

versions of tunes, performance practice dictates that they should be embellished with ornamentation.  In 

doing his “slow, systematic practice” of what he was listening to, Larry was learning those elements of 

the music that aren’t notated in books.  Moreover, if musicians only perform from books, then many 

tunes and variations can inadvertently fall out of use. 

Written materials can be useful.  They can be references for learning the repertoire and at times 

can even facilitate an individual’s participation.  However, they can easily become a hindrance to the 

musician.  There is also a possibility that such use might unintentionally change aspects of the music 

tradition: how the music is learned, performance practice, and even the music itself.  This is why several 

Irish musicians I spoke with felt very strongly that written material should not be used as anything more 

than reference material, and even then it should be used with caution. True to the humorous nature of 

Irish culture, this sentiment was most clearly expressed to me through a song parody.  On a car ride to 

the Cleveland Irish Cultural Festival I learned new lyrics for a melody from a Bugs Bunny cartoon36.  

What used to be “Kill the Wabbit!” I now know as, “Kill the Wed Book!”37 

Appropriately learning the “common language” of the repertoire, along with the conventions of 

performance practice, allows musicians to take part in the Irish-American music-culture.  In a way, this 

can almost function as a rite of passage into the community.  Once a musician knows enough, so that 

they can contribute to the music without threatening the quality level of the performance, then they are 

invited to join.  Prior to one session, I was conducting an interview with Larry Dulin.  About halfway 

                                                        
35 Larry Sanger, interview by author, Pataskala, OH, July 9, 2008. 
36 “What’s Opera, Doc?” Looney Tunes Golden Collection: Volume Two, DVD, directed by Chuck Jones (1957; 

Burbank, CA: Warner Bros. Pictures, 1992). 
37 This anecdote is also of interest because it demonstrates how the Irish-American music-culture is able to 

appropriate and recontextualize diverse elements from other cultures into its own tradition.  The ultimate source of this 
melody is Wagner’s “The Ride of the Valkyries” from his opera, Die Walküre.  Chuck Jones was able to reference this music 
for his parody because it had become a part of America popular culture.  This cartoon version ends up finding a place in 
American culture as well.  Then, through yet another reinterpretation in which it becomes “Kill the Wed Book,” this bit of 
American culture is incorporated into Irish-American music-culture. 
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through I was introduced to a friend38 of Larry’s, who is both a member of the Shamrock Club and of 

the AOH, the Ancient Order of Hibernians.   

Anon.: Good, you’re a fiddle player! Good for you! [To Larry] Tell her how much they would 
love her in Ireland?  God, you could… You know what? You take your fiddle, and I don’t care if 
you’re a young girl, young fella, or old person, I don’t care.  You walk in there with your fiddle 
in a bar, any bar, any bar in the whole of Ireland, outside of a real classy hotel place – I’m just 
talking about a regular pub, where the real Irish gather – and you walk in there with your case, 
and you say to them, “Do you have music here tonight?” and if they say no, you say, “Would 
you like some free?” … 
…LD: And if there’s a session, 2 or 3 back there in a corner playing, you walk in with your 
instrument.  Uh… if you don’t sit down with them, they’ll see that you’re there, and they’ll 
invite you over. … 
Anon.: Yeah, they’ll say, “Come on [gesturing me over], come on.” … 
…Anon.: They got eyes, and they’ll pick you out.  And you’re sitting there with your fiddle, or 
your fiddle case… You know, like he said, they’ll say…  And then they’ll stop for a minute, like 
they’re taking a break, and they’ll say, “Do you, do you play that thing?” [laughs] 
LD: Yeah, they’ll ask you to play a tune, whatever’s familiar to you.39 

 
If a musician shows up at a session looking as though they would like to join, there is an expectation 

that they know enough of the repertoire that they can participate.  When the musician is asked if they 

can “play that thing” they are actually being asked if they know, and are able to play, any tunes.  This 

discussion illustrates that while the community is very welcoming towards new musicians, having a 

working knowledge of the repertoire is necessary in order to participate in this manner.  This takes on an 

even greater significance as membership in the community is gained through participation. 

While there are clearly instances in which an individual is invited to participate, this invitation 

does not designate that they are now a member of the Irish-American music community.  Such a 

moment, where one moves from being an outsider to an insider, does not exist.  No delineation is ever 

made in which an individual is officially recognized either as an Irish musician or as a member of the 

Irish-American music community.  Rather, this is something that happens gradually the more the 

individual participates.  As one continues to learn more tunes and improve their musicianship, they 

become more of an Irish musician.  The more deeply they are involved with the culture, the more they 

strengthen and confirm their identity as a member of the community.   

 

                                                        
38 The author did not have an opportunity during the interview to ask this individual for permission to use his name.  

Therefore, out of confidentiality and respect he shall remain anonymous.  
39 Anonymous and Larry Dulin, interview by author, Columbus, OH, June 20, 2008. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE IRISH-AMERICAN MUSIC COMMUNITY 
 

THE SHAPE OF THE COMMUNITY 

 The lack of specific, formal degrees of membership in the Irish-American music community is 

reflected in the structure of sessions.  Usually one or a few of the more experienced musicians will take 

the lead in organizing a session.  However, this does not designate them as somehow belonging to the 

community in a different way.  It is not a formal role that is bestowed upon them.  Rather, it just means 

that they have taken on more responsibilities.  Mostly this entails making sure that there are always 

tunes to play.  There is no predetermined set list for a session, decisions about what to play are made on 

the spot.  Typically, many different people will take part in suggesting tunes, however if no one else is 

making suggestions then it is the responsibility of the session leaders to have selections ready.  Also, 

anyone who suggests a tune is expected to know it well.  In the process of learning tunes aurally, it is 

common that musicians might know several tunes well enough to play along with a group but not to 

suggest them and lead them on their own.  This means that the session leaders must know a large 

amount of tunes that they can play well enough to keep the music going throughout the evening.  So in 

essence, the reason there is some sort of leadership built into sessions has nothing to do with that 

individual’s place in the community, and everything to do with ensuring the quality of the session and 

the music.   

When first joining a session, an aspiring Irish musician does not start out by actually playing 

with the group.  They begin as an audience member, watching and listening.  Session etiquette dictates 

that musicians wait to be invited to play.  Even after an initial invitation, they only become part of the 

group gradually.  Musicians play on the tunes they know, sit out on the ones they do not, and over time 

they will learn more.  This process also tends to be reflected in the seating.  Session music is primarily 

played for the benefit of the musicians.  This is why they sit in a circle facing each other.  As this 

usually takes place crammed around a table in the corner of a pub, it is usually necessary to sit in 

concentric circles in order to fit everyone in.  The central circle is usually comprised of the strongest 

musicians.  Of course these “circles” tend to be more of a confusing mass, with chairs added in 

wherever they will fit.  The newest musicians tend to sit towards the outside.  This arrangement supports 

the goal of creating quality music.  The central circle is able to keep the music going throughout the 

evening, while the surrounding musicians can contribute as they are able.  As they learn more tunes and 
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get better at playing them, over time, they will move towards the center.  Just as the concentric circles 

tend to be rather messy rather than clearly delineated, there is no sense of graduating up through various 

levels.  Rather, it is as simple as this: the more someone is able to participate, the deeper they can be 

involved with the community. 

Because participation is such a key defining element, a musician’s identity is shaped by the 

musical venues where they are most involved.  For many Irish musicians, this is the local sessions.   

During my time in central Ohio I attended five different recurring sessions.  Bardic Circle40 at the 

Shamrock Club of Columbus and the Monday Night Slow Session41 at the Expresso Yourself Music 

Café are both slow sessions.  They are more laid back and geared towards accommodating beginners.   

When people in the Columbus area are interested in learning to play Irish music they are directed to 

these two sessions.  Attendance is flexible and people come when they can.  Who participates changes 

from week to week, but each session seems to have a fairly regular personnel.  There is a lot over 

overlap between the personnel of each session, and for these two sessions it tends to be mostly the same 

group of people.   

The Bardic Circle session takes place every other Thursday in the pub in the basement of the 

Shamrock Club.  This basement pub, with the bar to the right, can be seen in the background of the 

following video clip.  However, this is not a video of the Bardic Circle session.  It is the Shamrock 

Club’s session,42 which takes place at the same location, only on the third Friday of each month.  This is 

more of an intermediate session.  It is less common to use written music, although members will bring in 

some sheet music when there is a particular tune that they want the rest of the group to learn.  For 

example, in the following video, there are several pieces of paper scattered on the table.  Mostly, these 

are just lists of tunes.  However, a few of the pages are actually pieces of sheet music.  You can see that 

the violin player who is second from the left is playing from the music in order to learn the new tune the 

accordion player is introducing.  By contrast, the violin player farthest to the right is clearly trying to 

learn the tune by ear.  However, other than in this type of situation, playing from written music is much 

less common in this intermediate session.  Moreover, the music tends to be faster, although not as quick 

as in more advanced sessions, and the overall performance quality is better.  These characteristics make 

the session more advanced, but at the same time, this session is accessible to members of the slow 

sessions because most of the tunes are the same.  Also, because of the location and the similar 

repertoire, the personnel includes many of the same people as the previous two sessions.  However, 

                                                        
40 See Appendix B: Photo Gallery  
41 See Appendix B: Photo Gallery 
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because of the more official session elements it also has a tendency to pull in some people who usually 

attend the more advanced sessions in the area.   

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vid 3 – Excerpt from one of the Shamrock Club’s sessions 
The Shamrock Club of Columbus, 06/20/2008 

 

I attended two sessions that I would describe as being advanced.  I describe them in this way to 

reflect that they are more in line with standard session practices: they are more formal, and there is 

much more emphasis on creating high quality music.  These sessions are the OSU Traditional Irish 

Music Session at McFadden’s Saloon, and the less formal session that Dave Coplin hosts at his home.  

For people who got started playing at the slow sessions, these are very challenging.  Not only is it a 

much larger repertoire with a lot of unfamiliar tunes, there is also a propensity for a high percentage of 

reels, and they are performed at very quick tempos.  No one performs from written music and the 

atmosphere is less casual, not that that makes it any less fun!  The group at McFadden’s is larger than 

any of the first three sessions and includes many new people who do not participate in the previously 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
42 See Appendix B: Photo Gallery 
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discussed sessions.  Many of the members from those first three sessions participate at the McFadden’s 

session, but many of them will sit in the outside circle rather than in the center.  The fifth session I 

attended, the one Dave hosts, is slightly different.  So far all of the sessions are open; anyone can show 

up and be invited to play on the spot.  With the session at Dave’s home, while it still has the same 

welcoming atmosphere, people are invited to participate ahead of time.  It is meant to be an opportunity 

for some of the more advanced musicians in the area to get together and really create high quality music. 

On one level, each of these individual sessions functions as a community in and of itself.  On 

another level, because there is so much crossover between who participates in each session, all of the 

sessions in central Ohio together form a larger, localized musical community.  Another component of 

this central Ohio community is comprised of local bands.  A connection is made between these two 

halves of the community when session musicians are also in bands.  Sometimes members of a band will 

attend many of the same sessions together.  For example, I was used to seeing both Larry Dulin and 

Carol Metheny at a lot of the same sessions.  Then I found out that they both play in a local band called 

General Guinness.  I have also seen cases where an entire band will actually take charge of leading a 

session.  This is the case at a session I regularly attend in Tallahassee, Florida, at a pub called 

Finnegan’s Wake.  It is organized by a band called the Ned Devines.  Not only do the Ned Devines lead 

the session, their fiddle player, Valerie Arsenault, teaches the Irish Fiddle Ensemble at Florida State 

University.  Many of her students then become members of the session.  All of these crossovers between 

different areas of the Irish community take place on a person-to-person basis.  These types of personal 

connections are what shape and define the larger Irish music community that exists beyond the borders 

of individual music venues.   

While several of the session musicians are also in a band, I found that there are many more bands 

in the central Ohio area whose members rarely take part in the session scene.  In these cases, their 

immediate community is the band.  However, they still quite clearly belong to the local community as 

well.  They have personal connections to people in other parts of the community; these connections are 

just created in different ways.  For example, Brian McCoy plays whistle, flute, and uilleann pipes in a 

local band called The Kells, but he also teaches lessons to aspiring musicians in the Columbus area. 
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Fig 5 – Brian McCoy performing on uilleann pipes 
The Shamrock Club of Columbus Irish Festival, 07/11/2008 

 

Or, consider the band The Drowsy Lads.  They rarely take part in the local session scene, but they are 

the house band for the Shamrock Club of Columbus.  There was even a banner on the merchandise 

display case at the club promoting the band. 
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Fig 6 – Promoting The Drowsy Lads at the Shamrock Club 
The Shamrock Club of Columbus, 06/20/2008 

 

This band’s connection to the local session scene is that two of sessions take place in this same building 

and, consequently, many of the session members have heard this group perform.   

Yet another level of connection takes place during festivals.  Ohio has three large festivals that 

are of particular importance to the Irish-American community: the Dayton Celtic Festival, the Cleveland 

Irish Cultural Festival, and the Dublin Irish Festival.  Further, there are several smaller, localized 

festivals such as the one at the Shamrock Club or the community Irish Festival that takes place in the 

small village of Granville, Ohio.  Dublin, as a suburb of Columbus, is part of the local central Ohio 

community.  It also happens to be commonly regarded as the world’s second largest Irish festival after 

the Milwaukee Irish Fest, attracting over 92,000 guests in the summer of 2008.43  This event will draw 

anyone who is involved in Irish music: session musicians, band members, and even fans.  Moreover, 

while the local community makes up a large percentage of the festival’s participants, such events also 

                                                        
43 The City of Dublin, Ohio, USA, “Dublin Irish Festival 2008 Annual Report,” Dublin Irish Festival, 

http://dublinirishfestival.org/annual/pdf/2008.pdf (accessed March 12, 2009); Amy Juravich, “A Very ‘Green’ Festival in 
Dublin: WOSU’s Amy Juravich previews the 21st annual Dublin Irish Festival,” WOSU Public Media: Public Media, 
http://www.publicbroadcasting.net/wosu/arts.artsmain?action=viewArticle&sid=17&pid=210&id=1329684 (accessed March 
12, 2009). 
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bring in people from a much wider area.  It is here that the national Irish-American music community is 

most visible.  Despite the huge numbers of attendees, this is the site where countless personal 

interactions take place between musicians over a very short, intense time period.  What’s more, these 

interactions are not restricted to the local musicians in attendance; the local is linked to the national, and 

even to the global, through personal interactions with many of national and international musicians who 

also take part in the festival. 

Irish music communities exist at different levels: individual venues, the local, national, and 

international.  However, the concept of having an overarching community holds little, if any, importance 

for those who belong to it.  Irish music does come with a strong sense of community, but it is more 

focused on personal interactions than on having a common membership.  There is little concern about 

any sort of an all-inclusive community.  Of course, there are some aspects that could be understood to 

reflect a sort of large-scale imagined community.  Certain musicians and recordings have made their 

way around the world.  You could ask anyone who is involved with Irish music who the Chieftains are, 

and they would probably know.  However, from the perspective of Irish musicians, having 

commonalities is not the same as having community.   

Now, this distinction might become a little more blurred when considering the virtual 

communities that exist through the internet.  For example, Gaelic Storm has a huge fan base and many 

of the fans communicate and share their experiences online.  So in a sense, this is a type of community.  

However, while reading through their online forum, I found that many of these fans actually know, or 

get to know, each other in the real world.  This online communication is often used to plan trips to go to 

concerts or to Ireland together.   

Jive Turkey: 
Anyway...I haven't posted here before, but I was checking out the schedule & found out 
that they'll finally be playing (kinda) local to me (I'm in central NJ). The only problem is, 
I don't have anyone to go with. Hubby would rather stay home with the kids (I'd bring 
them if the show wasn't past their bedtime). Don't think any friends or family would go. 
Plus, I'd rather go with someone who is at least familiar with their music. It's always 
more fun that way (never forget the Springsteen concert I dragged hubby to, & he sat 
there the whole time. What a drag.) 

Zorro14: 
JT, I live in Morris County and will be bringing my best friend to the show with me- if 
you'd like to take the train in together or something, or if you just want to meet there, let 
me know!44 

 
                                                        

44 Jive Turkey [pseudo.] and Zorro14 [pseudo.], comments on “Does anyone want to go to Blender Theater with 
me?” Gaelic Storm Online Forum: O’Brien’s Pub Subforum, comments posted on February 4, 2009 and February 8, 2009, 
http://gaelicstorm.musiccitynetworks.com/forum/index.php?showtopic=146011 (accessed March 13, 2009). 
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So even here, there is a sense that tangible, real-world relationships are a priority.  Getting to know other 

people in the community and sharing experiences with them is a key part of creating a place to belong 

within the community.  In this tradition, community becomes important not when it is imagined but 

when it is actualized, when it exists in personal relationships.  There is no specific desire to have an 

Irish-American music community for its own sake.  Rather, it exists as a result of the chains of personal 

connections that are formed between members.   

A sense of belonging to the Irish-American music community becomes meaningful when and 

where personal relationships exist.  When I began my research I did not expect to find that such personal 

connections would be the framework on which the Irish-American music community was structured.  I 

was stunned by the importance placed on these networks of relationships and the extent to which they 

served to tie the community together.  In fact, there were times when I was almost convinced that the 

connections holding together the entire Irish-American music community could all be traced through my 

friend Eddie Cotter.  It seemed that everywhere I went people either knew Eddie personally, knew him 

as a friend of a friend, or had at least heard him play.  I introduced Eddie in Chapter 1 as the person who 

first introduced me to Irish music by bringing Gaelic Storm to perform a concert in my home town.   

Eddie also happens to be an incredible bodhran player who used to play with The Kells.  So, not only 

have I met Gaelic Storm through Eddie, it is also because of him that I know the members of The Kells, 

including Brian McCoy.   

When I arrived in Ohio to begin my field work, my first order of business was to call Brian 

McCoy to find out where I should go and who I should speak with.  He directed me to the Shamrock 

Club which was where, on that first evening, I introduced myself to Stuart Brand.  It turned out that this 

was the first and only time I had to take the initiative to meet new people.  From this point on, my new 

friends made it their business to invite me to events and introduce me to new people.  Each new person I 

met expanded my personal community and deepened my involvement as a member.  Stuart introduced 

me to Dave Coplin at Bardic Circle.  In turn, Dave made sure that I got to know many of the other 

musicians who play in the local sessions.  Some of these session musicians also perform at festivals, so 

they took me to the Cleveland Irish Cultural Festival with them and introduced me to their friends.  

Before I knew it, I was sitting and talking with such famous, highly regarded Irish musicians as Liz 

Carroll, John Doyle, and Eileen Ivers.  I realized that this chain of introductions was possible because of 

how the community is shaped.  It is built on all the individual networking and personal friendships that 

exist between Irish musicians.   
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EVERYTHING IS BUILT AROUND RESPECT 

 Such personal, meaningful relationships between musicians are crucial because it determines a 

person’s place within the community.  It is a meaningful way to belong.   

JD: The point is, I love going around to these things [festivals and performances].  I love 
traveling.  I love meeting everybody around, because it’s like a big connection of big family.   
KN: I’ve noticed that, everybody knows everybody. 
JD: They’re like brothers and sisters. 
LC: Yeah, it really is.  That’s why I said, “They’re like my daughters.” 
JD: Yeah.  Like you know, I started in the early 90s back in New York.  Joanie was the first 
person I used to actually gig with, you know? And then I soon joined Riley, then joined Seamus, 
and then from that…  Everything went from there.  But it’s not just that, it’s all these people.  
Like, I don’t know these people, but we’re all traveling musicians.  And we all…  This is our 
life.  I see this people more than my daughters sometimes.45 
 

The identity created by belonging to a community is shaped by the people with whom one interacts and 

shares experiences.  This is a twofold process.  As an individual’s place within the community is 

affirmed, those with whom they interact have their roles reaffirmed.  This dual affirmation is centered 

around respect, for both individuals and for the Irish-American music community as a whole.  This is 

why it is so common for people to talk about what band they listen to, who they draw inspiration from.  

It is especially important for people to talk about the musicians they have played and studied with.  They 

are mentioned by name, and stories are told recounting experiences people shared with them.  It is 

almost an act of humility; it is an acknowledgement that they have had a longer and deeper role in the 

community and in the music tradition.   

 Respect for the tradition is central to all aspects of the Irish-American music-culture.  This does 

not mean that tradition is viewed as something static and defined.  Irish musicians will often discuss 

how the tradition has changed over the years.  For example, I was told how the bodhran and guitar have 

come to be, and continue to be, more accepted as traditional instruments.  Respect comes into play when 

people recognize that although traditions change over time, it is crucial to remember all the music and 

all the people that have come before and have made the tradition what it is today.  These past elements 

are important and, while the music may change around them those elements must still somehow play a 

central role.  I spoke with Eileen Ivers who is known for the many diverse elements she includes in her 

music.  She reiterated that it is respect that is necessary in order to continue to belong to the tradition. 

EI: But the respect is there, and that’s huge.  I mean, I think you take something that is such a 
wonderful tradition and really steeped in a lot of years, you have to respect it.  I mean, I learned 
from one of the greatest players in the sense of, he came from the West of Ireland and knew the 
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music well.  He taught it very purely and we absorbed it very purely.  And that still has to be the 
core of it, because if you lose that and you take it somewhere, it’s not Irish anymore.  It becomes 
something else and does a disservice I think.46 
 

Without respect for the tradition and its members, you can’t belong to the Irish-American music 

community.  A musician may think that they are playing Irish music, but if that respect does not play a 

central role then they and their music are divorced from this music-culture.  It is respect that holds all 

the various manifestations of Irish music and community that exist in America together as a 

comprehensive whole.  It is to this Irish-American music community that people belong by respectfully 

participating in the culture through music.   

                                                        
46 Eileen Ivers, interview by author, Columbus, OH, July 19, 2008. 
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CHAPTER 5 

WHY AMERICANS PARTICIPATE IN IRISH-AMERICAN MUSIC 

“I didn’t get into any of this because of any love of Irish culture, or love of green beer on St. Patrick’s 

day, or anything like that.  It’s just, uh, it was really more by accident than anything that I wound up 

playing Irish.  And decided I really liked it, so I’ve kept on doing it.” – Stuart Brand
47

 

 

MOTIVATIONAL FACTORS 

 What is it that motivates people to become a part of this community?   I have found that there is 

no single answer; reasons differ from person to person.  For some, it is an enactment of identity.  When 

being Irish creates an ethnic connection to the community, then participating in the music is a way to 

celebrate and connect to that identity.  For others, motivation to belong to the community can have more 

to do with an appreciation of, and affinity for, the music.  Here, identity is not a motivating factor so 

much as a byproduct.  A sense of belonging is created by finding others who share an interest in the 

music, and by interacting with them through musical participation.  Of course, it is rare to find any 

individual case in which either of these reasons serves as the only motivational factor.  For example, it is 

not uncommon to find people for whom a musical interest overlaps with an ethnic connection.  

Moreover, I found that there is another reason that was shared by everyone I spoke with; enjoyment.  

Which aspects are enjoyed – Irishness, community, friendship, the experience of making music, or even 

elements of the music –  change on an individual basis, yet enjoyment contributes to the decision to take 

part in the music and to be a part of the community. 

As seen in chapter two, not everyone who is part of the Irish-American music community 

defines themselves as being Irish.  However, for those who have this ethnic connection it is often an 

important factor behind why they are involved with the music.  For some people Irish music has always 

been a part of their lives.  They were raised with it, it was a part of their family’s tradition.  For example, 

The Barra MacNeils is a family band of siblings.  They grew up in Cape Breton where their parents had 

the only piano in town.  Their home was a place for people to gather and make music together.  They 

heard this music as children and learned to play and sing and dance as they grew up within a music 

community.  This has always been in their experience and therefore has played a role in shaping their 

identity.  As seen in the following video, these siblings are no longer children but are adults who have 
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made the performance of this music their career.  Their choice to continue making the music as adults is 

a reflection of their desire to continue to express their family’s ethnic identity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Vid 4 – A performance by The Barra MacNeils 
The Cleveland Irish Cultural Festival, 07/19/2008 

 

I also spoke with many people who identify as being Irish even though they did not grow up 

participating in Irish culture.  Here, being Irish was more a matter of pride than a matter of practice.  

When they got involved with the music it was not to continue a family tradition.  Rather, it was seen as a 

way to reconnect with their roots.   

JS: I just could not believe how vibrant their music was.  And I think the most exciting thing 
about it was, I identified with the music because of my mother being, her family being, Scots-
Irish.  She always talked about being Irish.  And very proud of it, so I identified with that, and I 
basically thought, this is music I can do.48   
 

Becoming involved in the music community can be a way to actively practice that ethnic identity.  It can 

become a part of one’s experience, it can become a personal tradition.  Some people will actively seek 

out Irish music because they are looking for a way to celebrate their Irishness.  However, most people 

who do not grow up with Irish music tend to just stumble upon it.  When they do, having an ethnic 

connection tends to be an important factor in deciding to take part in it. 

Having an ethnic connection can be compelling motivation to be involved with the music, either 

as a continuation of a family practice, or as a way of reconnecting with an ethnic background by making 
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it a personal tradition.  However, I found that while this can be an important reason for participating in 

the Irish-American music-culture, or even the main reason for some, I have not come across any 

instance in which “being Irish” is the only motivation.  Often it is paired with an interest in the music 

itself.   

LD: There’s a band around town who are all originally classically trained people, and that’s Knot 
Fibbin’.  And Beth, who’s their flute player, when I was learning flute…  She was classical flute, 
and I was taking classical flute lessons from her, back in the early 80s.  And then they decided 
they were going to go to their Irish roots, and she wanted me to teach her the Irish.49  
 

Music is certainly not the only form of Irish culture.  It is not the only way to practice an Irish identity.  

Simply walk around an Irish festival and you will see that this identity can be expressed not only 

through music but also through clothing, food, history, genealogy, religion, and crafts.  However, it 

makes sense that Beth, someone who is already involved with one type of music, would choose music as 

the cultural vehicle through which to express her ethnic identity. 

 

 

Fig 7 – Lesson in historic Irish warfare 
The Dublin Irish Festival, 08/02/2008 

                                                        
49 Larry Dulin, interview by author, Columbus, OH, June 20, 2008. 
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 It is no surprise, therefore, that many people who participate in Irish music have had previous 

performance experience with some other musical genre.  In fact, this is true regardless of whether or not 

an individual is Irish.  One of the main reasons that people belong to the Irish-American music 

community is simply that they like the music.  Having previous musical experience can add to an 

individual’s ability to relate to the inherent qualities of the music itself: melody, dynamics, tempo, 

timbre.  It makes sense that having some sort of experience or training in a different musical genre might 

predispose people to appreciate similar elements in Irish music.  Most often I found that this previous 

experience was with “classical” or Western art music. 

DC: My mother was a classical musician – played viola – from a musical family.  So she started 
me playing violin in fifth grade.  And I was in the orchestra, and then I was in the orchestra in 
High School.  And we played musicals and it was a social thing.  Then when I went off to 
college I put it away for a while, until I started dating a violinist.  And she got me in the UCD 
(University of California Davis) orchestra for a year and a half.  Then I went off to graduate 
school and left my violin under my mother’s bed.  Thirty years later I figured I better get it, or 
something would happen to it.  So, thirty years later, we brought it home.  And about that time, 
we moved to Columbus, and I started…  The kids came home with an Enya album, and I said, 
“Hey, these minor keys are really great.”  We went to a Loreena McKennitt concert and I fell in 
love with her. So I started listening to a radio program called “Toss the Feathers,” by Doug 
Dickson.  You’ve probably heard of that. … 
…DC: So, I just sort of got interested in listening to the music, and I thought, hey, this would be 
fun to play.  And my rationale was, if I could play Irish music, I could probably learn to play any 
other kind of folk, fiddling music.   
KN: So you decided to drag it back out and start playing violin again after listening to it. 
DC: Yeah, after listening to it.  And I just like the music and the minor key and the rhythm and 
everything.50   
 

When Dave first heard Irish music on the Enya album his reaction was informed by his previous musical 

experiences.  He was attracted to the tonality of the music, the modes were similar enough to classical 

music that he understood them, but different enough that the music was intriguing.  The differences 

make the music seem exotic and attractive while at the same time the similarities make the music 

understandable and accessible. 

 Previous musical experience or not, when asked why they like to play Irish music people often 

told me what they liked about different aspects of the music.  It was common for me to hear about how 

the music is energetic and exciting.  Usually this referred to tempo.   

JS: You live it, I think.  It’s dance music.  It’s fast, happy music.  It’s energizing and uplifting, it 
makes them feel better, it’s therapeutic.51  

                                                        
50 Dave Coplin, interview by author, Columbus, OH, June 6, 2008. 
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Sessions tend to play primarily fast paced tunes, such as jigs, reels, and hornpipes.  This is dance music 

and is meant to encourage your feet to move.  Slower instrumental pieces and songs are performed 

during sessions, but much less often.  Also, a recent tendency is to play music, both in sessions and 

performances by bands, at a faster tempo than they would be danced at.   

 I would also hear about how the music can reach people on an emotional level, how it is 

something that they can relate to.  Usually this quality was expressed as praise for the lyrics.   

PF: There’s something about Irish music too, is that it really captures the gamut of human 
experience, and human emotion too.  Whereas like bluegrass is kind of a dumbed down version 
in a lot of ways.  Not instrumentally, but vocally and thematically.  Vocals in Irish music are one 
hundred times more profound than in bluegrass.  So there’s a depth there.  Bluegrass songs are 
about simple things, it’s like swimming in a baby pool versus swimming in the ocean like Irish 
music.52 

 
I have no way to accurately quantify and measure the expressiveness and emotional quality of the lyrics, 

so I can’t objectively compare Irish and Bluegrass music.  However, the point is not whether one has 

better lyrics than the other, but that the musicians who perform Irish music have an affinity for the 

lyrical content and style.  There is an appreciation for the fact that Irish songs cover a wide variety of 

subject matter, the general consensus is that there is a song for every occasion.   

Instrumental music can also convey emotion, although these emotions tend to be more abstract. 

Here, emotion is expressed through tambour, tempo, and especially in the tonality of the different 

modes.   

JS: I think the music is so vibrant, it is so energized, it is happy and sad at the same time.  The 
melodies go different places that your ear doesn’t expect them to go… they are in modes…  The 
Irish music is happy and sad somehow.  It will take you places that you don’t expect.  It gives me 
great joy, and I never get bored with it, there is always something new.53 

 
The connection between emotion and musical elements may even allude to the emotion that is felt by the 

performer in carrying out the music.  As Jane hinted, emotion can also exist at the melodic level.  It is 

here that the musician has the most freedom to determine how the music is performed.  In Irish music it 

is expected that the musician will incorporate their own creative expression within the melody. 

BB: I mean, it’s not that we don’t listen to other music and we don’t know how to play other 
music. But it’s just like, you have this real relational quality to Irish music that you don’t have in 
other forms of music.  You have like, this strict adherence to melody but with ornamentation, 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
51 Jane Scott, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, April 12, 2008. 
52 Phil Franck, interview by author, Columbus, OH, June 28, 2008. 
53 Jane Scott, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, April 12, 2008. 
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like Phil said.  You have this technical element with a real creative element too.  It’s cool.  So 
it’s just like…  It seems to satisfy almost every need.54 
 

Musicians like that they relate to the music, not only because of the content of the piece itself but also 

because the musician has the opportunity, and is in fact encouraged, to give the melody their own 

personal touch through ornamentation. 

 Not only do people decide to participate in the Irish-American music-culture because of the 

innate qualities of the music but also because they enjoy the experience.  Playing in a session is often 

described as being therapeutic, as a chance to unwind, get away from life’s problems and just have a 

good time making music.   

DC: Yeah, but the sessions are really an addiction I’d say.  It’s the best way to relax.  You just 
tune all your problems out and just go with the music and, it’s fun.55 
 

This reflects two different, yet complementary, sides of the experience.  On one hand, it there is the 

tangible, physical experience of producing music.  Many people like the challenge of making the music: 

remembering tunes, keeping up with the tempo, trying different ornamentations, and learning new 

variations.  At the same time, this is often an appreciation for the atmosphere that tends to accompany 

the music.  It is laid back yet energetic, challenging but undemanding. 

The experience of making music goes hand in hand with interaction with other people.  The 

common repertoire, the personal interactions, the respect, the process of making music and the 

atmosphere that accompany the event can all work to foster a form of socialization and community 

identification.  For many musicians, the reason they participate is for these social aspects. 

SB:  I slowly migrated into playing Irish because there were people around that play Irish.   
KN: Because you had people to play with then. 
SB: Yeah! And you know, you kind of have this choice: try and find a community orchestra to 
play in, which is not really satisfying because you don’t get to socialize or anything; or play 
Irish, there’s a lot of people doing it, great social things; or go play bluegrass, which…  I like 
bluegrass, but in limited quantities.   
KN: Want to elaborate on that anymore? 
SB: On bluegrass? 
KN: Just curious. 
SB: Uh, no.  I like bluegrass, mostly because I don’t hear it that often. But, it’s just a different 
style that I really don’t think I want to play.  And the whole social scene around the Irish music 
is a little more fun, I think, than what I saw around the bluegrass.  The bluegrass scene tends to 
be a bunch of old men gathered around a bluegrass musician supply store on Saturday mornings. 
Which is ok, but the whole Irish thing is, you have people that come in and out, you have people 
you meet in bars, there are dancers, there are singers, and all of that.  It’s just… to me it’s just a 
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55 Dave Coplin, interview by author, Columbus, OH, June 5, 2008. 
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very social kind of music.  And the social aspects are, a little bit, almost as compelling as the 
musical aspects of it, for me.56   

 
First and foremost, Stuart explained that he started playing Irish music because there were other people 

doing it.  At the most basic level, this could simply reflect that it is impossible to have either a band or a 

session with only one person.  However, he also emphasizes the social nature of Irish music, the ability 

to share music and experiences with others.  Moreover, in describing the people who participate, he is 

emphasizing the large-scale and diverse nature of the Irish-American music community.  Being able to 

socialize in a musical setting is what allows the creation of the personal connections that holds the 

community together. 

 Communities are built around what is shared.  At the very least this means sharing both the 

music and the experience however, different groups of musicians will also find other commonalities.  

Some can be preexisting.  For example, the members of the band The Drowsy Lads share similar beliefs 

and attend the same church.   

PF: I’ll tell ya my opinion.  All of us in the band are Christians, and it makes a huge difference.  
It makes a huge difference on just the friendship and the relationship we have with each other. … 
…DM: I’ve had people say to me that it seems like you’re having a really good time up there.  
And I think that it is because of the friendship that’s there.  And that there’s a glue that’s 
stronger than just common interest of music that holds the band together.  And that is God.  Like, 
there is a solid reason why the relational quality is like it is for the guys in the band.57   

 
While this particular group also shared preexisting friendships, it is also very common to see friendships 

develop out of the process of making music together.  Interaction with others through music, 

friendships, and finding a place within the community are very common reasons for why people get 

involved, and stay involved, with Irish music.  They want to interact with others, they want a place to 

belong.   

 There is one final motivational factor that ought to be mentioned.  Whatever it is that people like 

about the music and the community – having an ethnic connection, appreciating the musical qualities, 

making the music, being part of a community – there is always an element of enjoyment.  Perhaps this 

seems rather inconsequential, but I believe it is worth mentioning as it is the only motivational factor 

that I found to be common across the board.  I never met anyone who plays Irish music out of any sense 

of obligation or necessity.  Rather, people choose to participate because they experience some degree of 

gratification and fun.  They find what the Irish would call “craic.”58  A basic translation of this 
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contemporary Hiberno-English slang word would simply be: fun.  However, it is widely agreed that 

there is no good way to provide a comprehensive definition for exactly what this word encompasses.  

The core elements of craic are generally considered to be: fun, enjoyment, enthusiasm, spirit, 

lightheartedness, good times, quality talk and banter, and having a laugh.  All of this takes place in the 

presence of good company, often with music and beer.   

KN: Do you feel that same Irish spirit here in America?  Like, do you feel that same spirit when 
you come to the sessions here, or play the music?   
TK: Sometimes, sometimes.  And the Irish have a word for that kind of happy-get-together and 
good conversation and all that.  It’s called craic.  Are you familiar with that at all? 
KN: I’ve heard it once. 
TK: It’s spelled C-R-A-I-C, and it means, uh…  They say, “The craic was mighty last night,” or 
“Oh, it’s great craic!”  That’s just everything – the music, the drink, the conversation, the 
fellowship, the whatever – was really good.  And at sessions here it gets to that point every once 
in a while.  And I just tell Brian, “We’re really rocking now, we really got it going on.”  It’s the 
interaction with the musicians and the punters and everybody.  It really is.  There’s really a craic 
factor at Finnegan’s lots of times.59  
 

The elements of the music-culture that can lead to such enjoyment are different from individual to 

individual, but across the board, craic is always one of the reasons to take part in the music-culture.  

Even though there are often many overlapping reasons behind the decision to participate, without this 

key motivational factor none of the other reasons would be enough.  The craic is essential. 

 

INSPIRATIONAL FIRST EXPERIENCES 

Most Irish musicians, except perhaps those who grew up with it, can attribute their decision to 

participate back to a first, real, meaningful experience with Irish music.  Most Americans have come 

across some sort of “Irish” music in passing.  However it tends to be rather stereotypical and lacking any 

sort of serious nature that you might expect from something called a “musical tradition.”  It is often 

described to me as being “trite” and tends to be associated with leprechauns.  Irish musicians 

differentiate this sort of imitation Irish music from the music that is actually part of, or at least related to, 

the tradition.   

The majority of people I spoke with had a tendency to emphasize their first real, meaningful 

experiences with the Irish-American music tradition.  Their current involvement as Irish musicians is 

largely attributed to these first experiences.  It is in these moments that they first begin to develop and 

recognize the reasons behind why they want to participate in Irish music.  It is in these distinct, defining 

                                                        
59 Tim Kerns, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, February 19, 2008. 



 46 

 
 

 

moments that their interest is first sparked.  While the process of actually getting involved, learning, and 

becoming a member of the community is more purposeful, the way in which people first become 

interested is often fairly serendipitous. 

KN: How did you get started? 
TK: I started on drums when I was in third grade. 
KN: Irish drums, or just percussion in school? 
TK: Drums, drums.  Just percussion, just drums.  I played starting in the grade school rhythm 
band and in the high school band and orchestra.  I played in drum and bugle corps for a couple of 
years, and I went through that phase.  And then I didn’t play for years and years.  I saw 
somebody playing a bodhran about fifteen years ago in a bar in Charleston and I thought, ah shit, 
I can do that.  Anyway, I gave it a try, worked at it, and I really enjoy it.60   

 
SB: There is no one path to get into Irish music.  It’s a lot of different ways to do it.  I got 
dragged off to go dancing and wound up falling into Irish music, you know?61 
 

For many, this moment is their very first experience of the music tradition.  However, even when Irish 

music is not new to a person, they can still sometimes have these defining moments when they come 

across some new element of the music.   

JF: The guy that inspired me to play the accordion was a guy that…  We’d been over there [to 
Ireland] as a family two times.  And one of the times – and this was before I played the 
accordion – we met this old guy back in the corner of this pub, in a place called Kilrush.  He was 
just the most charming old man that I’d ever met.  And he was playing these tunes on a really 
happy-sounding box, and I was just…  After that night, that was something that was like, I 
should learn how to play this.  I should really learn how to experience this in a way that would 
be similar to that night.62  
 

Often these defining moments are random, coincidental, or fortunate.  Whatever reasons a person might 

have to participate in the Irish-American music-culture, it does not mean that they were necessarily 

looking for it and intending to get involved.  While this does also happen, many times people are 

inspired to join as a result of these unexpected experiences. 

This discussion of initial experiences provide clear examples of how the different forms of 

motivation work together to influence an individual’s decision to participate in the music-culture.  The 

first example shows that there must be some sort of initial interest or attraction and how develops into 

enjoyment.  The third goes on to illustrate how new experiences and continued participation within the 

music-culture can expand interests, creating multiple, overlapping motivational layers.  Also, the first 

two examples demonstrate that for Americans who did not grow up already familiar with the music-
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culture their first experience of it is almost always random.  This is particularly important in considering 

how and why Americans who aren’t ethnically Irish become part of the Irish-American music 

community.  It is uncommon for these individuals to actively seek out a music-culture that is unfamiliar 

to them.  However, when they happen to stumble across the Irish-American music-culture, their interests 

and enjoyment are what motivate these non-Irish Americans to participate in, and become a part of, this 

music community.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION: IRISH MUSIC WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF AMERICA 

“You know what?  It’s folk music, it’s of the people, it’s out there.  New people learn, other traditions 

learn their music, and that’s part of the vibrant living tradition.  Why did you study Irish, what drew you 

to that, you know?  That’s the thing.  That’s what the nice thing is.  People are exposed to it and they 

gravitate towards it, and that becomes part of the tradition.  It carries new people with it.  Maybe you’ll 

teach new people Irish tunes down the road, you know what I mean?” – Eileen Ivers
63

 

 

Participating in the Irish-American music-culture may not mean a person is Irish, but it does 

mean that they belong to the Irish-American music community.  While the creation and expression of 

identity can be a reason to get involved with the community, it can also be an outcome.  Participation in 

a cultural expression such as music can be a path to belonging to that community and, consequently, 

reshaping one’s identity.  This thesis has explored why and how people become members of the Irish-

American music community, especially in regard to those who do not see themselves as being Irish.  

However, is there anything about this music-culture that makes it specifically applicable to Americans?  

Is there anything about culture and identity in the United States that encourages Americans to participate 

in this music-culture?  Finally, is there anything special about the Irish music tradition itself that allows 

for the adoption of this culture? 

 

ACCESSIBILITY OF THE COMMUNITY AND ITS MUSIC 

One reason for why so many Americans belong to the Irish-American music community is that 

in the United States this music-culture is fairly easy to stumble across.  It is available.  Irish music and 

related forms of it are a part of popular culture.  For example, consider what a wide audience 

Riverdance64 has reached, or the increased popularity Irish musicians experienced during the American 

folk revival.65  In more recent years, consider the popularity of The Corrs66 or the fact that almost any 

record shop in any mall will carry some sort of Irish music.  While some of these more popular forms 

                                                        
63 Eileen Ivers, interview by author, Columbus, OH, July 19, 2008. 
64 A theatrical version of Irish step dancing, popular since 1994 through both live performances, such as those on 

Broadway and video releases. 
65 A musical movement of the 1950s and 60s which included the preservation, dissemination, and popularization of 

traditional folk music and musicians in the United States. 
66 A band from Ireland that has had success in mainstream pop music yet has also released several albums of 

traditional Irish music. 
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are less closely associated with the Irish-American music tradition, they still function to spark people’s 

interest and draw them in more deeply.   

It is interesting that Irish culture has become so popular in the United States, particularly in 

comparison to the negative attitudes that were once directed towards the Irish-American community.  

The flood of Irish immigrants who arrived during the second half of the 1840s – a result of the Great 

Famine in Ireland – for years suffered from a negative image and discrimination in the United States.  

This negative image of the Irish-American community and culture was largely due to the poor condition 

that the immigrants arrived in, having left Ireland to escape hunger, disease, and death.  This attitude 

towards the community was also in response to the poor working and living conditions and the high rate 

of poverty that the Irish experienced in America.  Their low socioeconomic status, combined with 

religious differences, marked the Irish as a group that was separate from mainstream American society.  

However, American mentality regarding the Irish has obviously been reversed since this time. 

As early as the1850s many Irish community and religious organizations worked specifically to 

promote a positive image of the community, fair treatment for the Irish, and increased employment.  By 

the early 20th century, while the community was still seen as being separate from mainstream America, 

some elements of Irish culture were being brought into American culture.  In particular, the Irish 

community’s nostalgia for their homeland had found its way into American popular culture through the 

music of Tin Pan Alley.  While in many ways this American music reinforced negative Irish stereotypes, 

it also romanticized the culture.  By the 1920s and 30s, many the negative traits that had previously been 

ascribed to Irish culture began to be more commonly associated with urban culture instead.  Then, in the 

1950s, several Irish-Americans such as Gene Kelly and Jackie Gleason became famous through their 

achievement of the American dream.  The Irish-American image was vastly improving.  This was 

especially a result of the frequent and positive portrayal of Irish culture in several movies of the time, 

such as John Ford’s The Quiet Man (1952) which starred John Wayne and Maureen O’Hara.  By the 

1950s and 60s the Irish-American community had come a long way along the path of assimilation into 

American society.  They now, by and large, had gained the respectability of middle-class status.67  

Interestingly, this time period also corresponds with America’s folk revival.  This movement included 

an interest in Irish music.  So, at this point, not only had Irish-Americans been accepted into the 

American community, their musiculture simultaneously experienced a new popularity as, through the 

folk revival, it now reached a new, larger, American audience. 
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Currently, the Irish-American music community and, consequently, the music-culture as well, 

are relatively easy to happen across due to their size.  Even without the involvement of non-Irish 

Americans, there are a lot of people in this country who are Irish-American by ethnicity, and many of 

them celebrate their Irish identity by taking part in the music through the sessions and bands and 

festivals across the country.  Of course, the more people who are already taking part in the music-

culture, the more likely it is that others, including those who are not Irish, will come into contact with 

this music and then decide to become involved in it.   As Larry Sanger said, “It has reached a critical 

mass.”68  This idea of critical mass is even more potent when there is also a large amount of music.  Not 

only is the repertoire important in that knowing it enables people to participate in the community, its 

size also makes it more likely that people will find tunes and songs that they really connect with.  The 

large amount of this music in America also reflects a wide diversity of styles, again making it all the 

more likely that an American will not only happen across the music, but that they will also like it and 

want to participate. 

The Irish-American music-culture is also accessible in that it lends itself to the inclusion of new 

people from outside of the community, particularly because of the music tradition’s ability to be 

adaptable without losing its Irish identity.  To draw a comparison, imagine walking into any mall in 

America, and you are likely to find a food court with a smattering of restaurants offering foods that are 

connected to various parts of the world.  Of course, the obvious argument is that while these foods might 

be called Chinese or Greek, it is quite likely that what you are eating is not the same as the food you 

would find in China or Greece.  Instead, what you are getting is actually some sort of American 

interpretation.  This leaves us with the rather problematic issue of authenticity.  Of course, eating mall 

food is an experience in and of itself.  However what is less clear is whether or not you have also 

experienced eating something that can be defined as Chinese or Greek.   

This is what I find so beautiful about the Irish-American music tradition.  All throughout the 

many reinterpretations that Irish music has and continues to go through, there is always a way to 

determine whether or not this music can still be considered to belong to the tradition, and that is respect.  

If respect for the people and the music that has come before is still present as the central element of an 

individual’s music or their attitude towards the it, then the answer is yes, it really is Irish.  I believe that 

it is this central quality of respect that has made the Irish-American music-culture uniquely suited for 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
67 Carl Wittke, The Irish in America (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1956); Lawrence J. 

McCaffrey, Textures of Irish America (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1992); Maureen Dezell, Irish America: 

Coming into Clover (New York: Doubleday, 2000). 
68 Larry Sanger, interview by author, Pataskala, OH, July 9, 2008. 
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America.  Respect keeps all the different manifestations of Irish music strongly connected to the 

tradition and inherently Irish in their identity, while at the same time allowing for individuals to adapt 

the music to suit their own personal experiences and desires.   

 

IRISH CULTURAL ADOPTION AS AN EXPRESSION OF AMERICAN IDENTITY 

When I began my research for this thesis, I expected to find many non-Irish Americans 

participating in Irish music in order to adopt a culture, perhaps even in order to fill a sort of void that 

can be felt when individuals feel disconnected from any specific ethnic heritage.  I still believe that there 

are instances in which this occurs.  For example, in the introduction I mentioned a song called “Kiss Me 

I’m Irish” by Gaelic Storm.  The band decided to have a competition where fans made their own music 

videos for this piece.  Most videos were conglomerations of different visual cues celebrating the fan’s 

Irish identity.  However, one entry was done by a fan whose new lyrics clearly express that she does not 

share this ethnicity. 

Original Lyrics: 
Kiss me I’m Irish 
I am the Wild Rover 
My eyes they are smiling  
And I’m seldom sober 
I like my whiskey 
And I love to dance 
So if you’re feeling as lucky as me 
Take a chance… 
And kiss me I’m Irish69 

New Lyrics: 
I wish I were Irish 
My dog’s name is Rover 
My brain it is frying’  
‘Cause I have no culture 
I don’t like whiskey 
And my flippin’ friends hate to dance 
So if you’re feeling freedom like I do 
Then give me a chance… 
And let me be Irish70 
 

                                                        
69 Gaelic Storm, “Kiss Me I’m Irish,” Bring Yer Wellies (Lost Again Records, 2006). 
70 Liza Zumbrunnen, “I Wish I Were Irish,” YouTube, Online video clip, March 2, 2007, http://www.youtube.com/ 

watch?v=fja2BBqP21U (accessed March 14, 2009). 
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The rewritten lyrics of this song reflect the author’s feeling that to be American is to lack any specific 

cultural affinity.  In the absence of personally having strong connections to an ethnic and/or cultural 

heritage, it may seem that there is nothing to fill this void simply by virtue of being American.  In this 

case, perhaps adopting a subculture can fill that void.  However as this was the only time I came across 

this sort of understand of identity, culture, and ethnicity, I am unable to claim this as any sort of trend. 

In lieu of cultural adoption as a means to fill a void, I would like to suggest that belonging to the 

Irish-American music community may actually be an expression of American identity.  This country is 

often described as a melting pot, or salad bowl.  Either way, these are references to the multicultural 

nature of America.  As a country we are defined by fact that we are a conglomeration of different ethnic 

and cultural backgrounds.  Return for a moment to the food court at the mall.  As you stand the middle 

and turn around you will see different restaurants representing various places from around the world.  If 

you were asked to point out what is American in this scene, you may mention the burger joint, or 

perhaps explain that what makes all these places American is that we added the “fast food” element.  

However, if I ask you to stand outside the food court, looking in, and ask you the same question, the 

answer may be different.  Perhaps you would notice how symbolic it is that we group all these ethnically 

and culturally different restaurants together into one room.  My point is not that there are American 

elements within the food court, but that it is uniquely American to celebrate how elements from all over 

the world are brought together in this country.  It is symbolic of ideals like multiculturalism and 

diversity that shape the American identity.   

In order to appreciate how this same idea is applicable to participating in the Irish music-culture, 

and to sum up the various aspects of this thesis, I would like to consider my friend and fellow Irish 

fiddle player, Katie Heffner.  She explained that while she is partly Irish she primarily identifies with 

her Polish ethnicity.  While she now participates in Irish-American culture, she does not consider this 

participation to be a reflection of her Irish ethnicity.  She incorporates this Irish culture into her identity 

even though she does not incorporate her Irish ethnicity.  Contrary to the popular trend of emphasizing 

even the smallest amount of Irish ethnicity, her ethnicity is actually deemphasized.  Perhaps this is 

because in defining her sense of identity Katie places a lot of importance on actions, on what she is 

taking part in.  “When I’m doing Irish music, I’m also Polish, I’m also American.  I’m all of those put 

together, but Irish is kind of the one that stands out.  You know, it’s the one that’s there.”71  She is 

describing a flexible, multivalent identity.  Depending on what she is currently participating in, that part 

of her identity is brought to the surface.  For example, when discussing the Irish portion of her identity 
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she said, “Yeah, it’s like, I’ll flip on for a session.  And then I’ll be Irish for that session.  I mean, I guess 

the more and more you do it, the more and more Irish you feel.” 72  This also reflects that there is no 

clear moment in which individuals become part of the Irish-American music community.  Rather, the 

more Katie took part in the music, the more belonging to that community became a part of her identity.  

Furthermore, her ability to be more involved in the music-culture corresponded with her knowledge of 

the repertoire.  “I knew like, two tunes.  And they asked me to come to a session, and there were all 

these people who had been playing music forever, and I was scared out of my mind. …  That’s why I 

didn’t go a lot, but once I started learning the tunes, and I started going, I started learning more tunes.” 

Since this invitation to participate, Katie has more firmly established her place within the community by 

developing personal connections with members the Florida State University Irish Ensemble, musicians 

from the local sessions, and through her band. 

Katie’s first real experience with the this music community was when she just happened to 

stumble across the Irish Ensemble while in college.  Katie has a musical background, trained in both 

violin and voice.  She originally signed up for the ensemble because so she could continue playing 

fiddle and because she wanted to try something new and different.  She is also interested in, and enjoys 

many elements of both the music and the culture which motivate her participation.  As a result of her 

participation in the Irish-American music-culture a corresponding Irish-American cultural identity has 

become an important part of Katie’s identity.  However, she also sees this cultural participation as an 

opportunity to express another part of her identity, the part that is American.  Katie does not see herself 

as being able to relate to the type of culture that is typically associated with being American.  She told 

me, “I don’t really fall into the American, we’ll put a boot in your ass, kind of country music.” 73  

However, she sees how the culture and music brought over by Irish immigrants has contributed to 

American culture and music.  Irishness is a part of being American.  On yet another level, Katie 

understands her involvement in the Irish-American music-culture and her place within the Irish-

American community to be an expression of her identity as an American.   

America is a collection of many different ethnicities, including Irish.  Therefore, whether or not 

an individual has any Irish in their own ethnicity, Irish is part of the American ethnicity.  This has not 

always been the case, but as stated earlier, as of the middle of the 20th century the Irish-American 

community and their music-culture has been accepted into mainstream American society.  Because of 

this, while participating in Irish culture can be an expression of Irish identity, I believe that in the United 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
71 Katie Heffner, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, February 15, 2008. 
72 Katie Heffner, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, February 15, 2008. 
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States it can also be understood as an expression of American identity.  This duel expression is possible 

because of the fluid and multivalent nature of identity.  This also means that a single form of cultural 

expression, Irish-American music, can be an articulation of various identities.  Not only does it can 

allow for the cultural adoption of an Irish-American identity, regardless of that identity’s close 

association with a specific ethnicity, I believe that on another level it can also function as a reaffirmation 

of American identity.   

This process of identity adoption and reaffirmation is possible because of inherent qualities of 

the Irish music tradition itself.  There is an understanding within this community that the music tradition 

is fluid, not fixed.  Yet, paired with this understanding is a respect for all that has come before.  Because 

of this respect, Irish music has the ability to change yet still retain its identity.  For example, the fluid 

nature of the tradition is evidenced by the fact that performance practice and the repertoire of tunes 

change over time.  Or, consider how individual musicians will incorporate diverse elements into their 

performance of the music.  It would seem as though this music would no longer belong to the tradition.  

Similarly, it would seem as though a non-Irish American would either be unable to belong to the Irish-

American music community, or that community would have to change its identity.  However, when 

there is respect for the music tradition, for the music-culture, and for the community, then this is not the 

case.  For example, even though the repertoire changes to incorporate new tunes, musicians continue to 

learn the old ones out of respect for the music tradition.  This creates a continuum between what had 

already existed and what is new.  New music can be added, yet the identity of the tradition remains 

intact.  This is not to say that respect is only ever exemplified through the performance of music.  

Respect can also be a part of people’s attitude.  For example, a musician might incorporate outside 

elements into their performance, but because their actions are informed by their love and appreciation of 

the music tradition, then these outside elements, rather than being a threat to the tradition, can be 

incorporated into it.  Moreover, it is not necessary to “be Irish” in order to have such respect.  This is 

what allows non-Irish Americans to become part of the Irish-American music community.  Their 

involvement in the music-culture is a change, yet if the involvement is respectful then it is able to retain 

its Irish identity.  The ability of the Irish-American music-culture to embrace change while retaining its 

identity gives those who participate in it freedom in how they interpret their membership in the 

community and in how they incorporate that membership into their identity.   

                                                                                                                                                                                                
73 Katie Heffner, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, February 15, 2008. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
ORAL SOURCES 

 
 
Musicians Cited 
 
Brand, Stuart.  fiddle. 
participant in local Columbus, OH sessions.   
member of Columbus local band Aisling.   
interviewed June 6, 2008. 
 
Carroll, Liz.  fiddle. 
international Irish fiddle player from Chicago. 
currently performs with John Doyle. 
interviewed July 19, 2008. 
 
Coplin, Dave.  fiddle. 
participant in local Columbus, OH sessions.   
plays important role in organizing Bardic Circle.   
hosts a session at his home. 
Dublin Irish Festival 2008 committee member. 
interviewed June 6, 2008. 
 
Cotter, Eddie, Jr.  bodhran.  
former participant in local Columbus, OH sessions.   
former member of Columbus local band The Kells.   
now in Wisconsin, continues to take part in the Dublin Irish Festival. 
interviewed August 1, 2008. 
 
Doyle, John.  guitar. 
International Irish guitar player from Dublin, Ireland. 
currently performs with Liz Carroll. 
known for revolutionizing the guitar method for traditional Irish music. 
interviewed July 19, 2008. 
 
Dulin, Larry.  flute, whistle, guitar. 
participant in local Columbus, OH sessions.  
member of Columbus local band The General Guinness Band. 
interviewed June 20, 2008. 
 
Hammack, Jamie.  flute, whistle. 
participant in local Tallahassee, FL sessions.   
member of Florida State University Irish Ensemble. 
interviewed April 15, 2008. 
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Heffner, Katie.  fiddle, vocals. 
participant in local Tallahassee, FL sessions.   
member of Florida State University Irish Ensemble. 
member of local band. 
interviewed February 15, 2008. 
 
Ivers, Eileen.  fiddle 
international Irish fiddle player from New York. 
currently performs with her band Immigrant Soul.  
interviewed July 19, 2008. 
 
Kerns, Tim.  bodhran. 
participant in local Tallahassee, FL sessions.   
member of Tallahassee local band The Ned Devines.   
often teaches bodhran for Florida State University Irish Ensemble. 
interviewed February 19, 2008. 
 
Metheny, Carol.  fiddle. 
participant in local Columbus, OH sessions.   
member of Columbus local band The General Guinness Band. 
interviewed June 5, 2008. 
 
O’Brien-Bernini, Leah.  fiddle. 
member of Granville, OH local band Celts Crossing. 
started the band with father Frank O’Brien-Bernini. 
band interviewed July 5, 2008. 
 
Ridgeway, Joe.  guitar. 
participant in local Columbus, OH sessions.   
interviewed June 5, 2008. 
 
Sanger, Larry.  fiddle. 
participant in local Columbus, OH sessions.   
expert on the Donegal fiddle tradition. 
interviewed July 9, 2008. 
 
Scott, Jane.  fiddle. 
participant in local Tallahassee, FL sessions.   
co-leader, with husband Gordon Scott, of Saturday Session. 
previously taught the Florida State University Irish Ensemble. 
interviewed April 12, 2008. 
 
Shicks, Larry.  guitar, some fiddle.  
participant in local Columbus, OH sessions.   
also plays bluegrass. 
interviewed June 5, 2008. 
 
Simcox, Kathy.  beginning bodhran. 
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new participant in local Columbus, OH sessions.   
interviewed July 17, 2008. 
 
Treynor, Shannon.  beginning fiddle. 
new participant in local Columbus, OH sessions.   
family belongs to the Shamrock and the AOH (Ancient Order of Hibernians). 
interviewed June 30,2008. 
 
 
Bands Cited 
 
The Drowsy Lads 
Columbus local band. 
house band for the Shamrock Club of Columbus. 

John McKewen.  vocals, banjo, bouzouki, mandolin. 
Daniel McKewen.  guitar, bodhran, uilleann pipes. 
Bryan Brookes.  flute, whistle. 
Josh Franck.  button-box accordion, bodhran. 
Phil Franck.  fiddle, banjo, bouzouki, button accordion 

interviewed June 28, 2008 
 
The Barra MacNeils 
internationally known family band from Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia. 

Kyle.  vocals, guitar, violin, mandolin. 
Lucy.  vocals, bodhran, Celtic harp, fiddle, step dancing. 
Sheumas.  keyboards, piano, bodhran, fiddle, bouzouki, vocals. 
Stewart.  vocals, accordion, tin whistle, flute, bouzouki, guitar, step dancing. 
Boyd.  mandolin, fiddle, guitar, banjo, percussion, step dancing. 
Ryan.  keyboards, percussion, uillian pipes, tin whistle, bodhran, step dancing. 
Jamie Gatti.  bass. 

interviewed July 20, 2008. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

PHOTO GALLERY 
 

THE SHAMROCK CLUB OF COLUMBUS 
 

 
Fig 8 – Clubhouse, the Shamrock Club of Columbus, 06/20/2008 

 

 
Fig 9 – Outdoor stage, the Shamrock Club of Columbus, 06/20/2008 
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Fig 10 – Irish themed entrance to Clubhouse  Fig 11 – Irish themed playground 
The Shamrock Club of Columbus, 06/20/2008 The Shamrock Club of Columbus, 06/20/2008 
 

  
Fig 12 – Yet another bar at the Club   Fig 13 – SCC: Patron Saint of Ireland 
The Shamrock Club of Columbus, 06/20/2008 The Shamrock Club of Columbus, 06/20/2008 
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BARDIC CIRCLE SESSION AT THE SHAMROCK CLUB OF COLUMBUS 
 

 
Fig 14 – Playing in the Pub, Bardic Circle at the Shamrock Club, 06/19/2008 
 

  
Fig 15 - Playing from The Red Book    Fig 16 - Good times and plenty of craic! 
Bardic Circle at the Shamrock Club, 06/19/2008 Bardic Circle at the Shamrock Club, 06/19/2008
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MONDAY NIGHT SLOW SESSION AT THE EXPRESSO YOURSELF MUSIC CAFÉ 
 

   
Fig 17 – Café exterior     Fig 18 – A venue for local artists 
The Expresso Yourself Music Café, 08/18/2008 The Expresso Yourself Music Café, 08/18/2008 
 

 
Fig 19 – The Monday Night Slow Session 
The Expresso Yourself Music Café, 08/18/2008 
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THE SHAMROCK CLUB’S SESSION 
 

  
Fig 20 - Concentric session “circles”   Fig 21 - Carol, Pat, and Guinness 
The Shamrock Club of Columbus, 06/20/2008 The Shamrock Club of Columbus, 06/20/2008 
 

 
Fig 22 – Some tools of the trade 
The Shamrock Club of Columbus, 06/20/2008 



 63 

 
 

 

APPENDIX C 
 

SELECT EXCERPTS FROM INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS 
 
 

INTERVIEW – KATIE HEFFNER – FEBRUARY 15, 2008 
 

KN: So, tell me about yourself.  I know you play Irish music, but I don’t know how much, or how 
involved, or how long, or anything like that, so… 
 
KH: Ok… 
 
KN: Your turn to talk for a while. 
 
KH: My turn to talk for a while.  Ok.  Well, um… I started playing violin classically when I was eight 
years old, and I went through a bunch of different teachers, I learned a bunch of different instruments—I 
learned a little bit of guitar and piano—and I found that when I came to college, I didn’t come in on 
violin, I came in on voice.  It was because I’d gone through voice lessons and that was what I wanted to 
audition with, and that’s what I wanted to go into.  My first semester here at  FSU, I went into the Irish 
ensemble here, and I started listening  to Irish music, actually then—I had listened to a little bit but I 
hadn’t really ever been in a session, I never listened to Irish music extensively, like by the Chieftains or 
anything like that, I just never thought about it—and, you know, I was kinda like, oh I don’t know how 
I’m going to fit in, ‘cause I’m not a fiddle major.  I hadn’t taken lessons for like, years.  I ended up 
really, really enjoying it, and I took it every single semester except for one.  So I’ve taken it for about 
five semesters now, maybe, maybe more, maybe less.  But um, this will by my fifth, the one I’m in right 
now.  I play fiddle.  And I’ve also taken up the bodhran.  Sometimes I dabble with penny whistle and 
guitar, but it’s just not, I just can’t really do it.  No, and uh, I really enjoy going to… I go to the sessions 
locally, and I play as much as I can.  Um, formed a band last year.  We started playing a little bit, had a 
few problems getting started.  And it not really anything serious or anything, but it will definitely 
influence my choices when I go back home.  I’m gonna look for sessions, and look for places to play, 
and look for people to play with.  I’ll definitely continue it.  My nationality is actually not Irish.  I’m 
Polish and, there’s a large majority of me that’s Irish, but it’s very distant, and far removed.  I’m more 
Polish than anything, which is really weird because I feel more of a connection to Irish culture than I do 
to anything else because…  I guess it’s a personal experience kind of thing.  I’ve never been to Poland 
but I’m an eighth Polish.  I didn’t really know my Great-Grandmother or my Grandmother that well.  
They never really spoke Polish, they kind of, pushed away from Polish culture so, I never really felt 
connected to it.  We only kept the Catholicism, which is what the Irish do to so, I mean, it’s why St. 
Patrick’s Day is moved back this year. 
 
KN: [nodding in agreement] It is! 
 
KH: But yeah, that’s basically it.  That’s my story. 
 
KN: So, what possessed you [laughing] to sign up for Irish ensemble? 
 
KH: [Laughing] Part of me was, I guess, I wanted to get involved with different aspects.  I kind of 
wanted to just try new things.  But a lot of it was the fact that I wanted to keep playing fiddle up here, 
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because I had played originally with my church every Sunday.  So, I kept it up, but I hadn’t taken formal 
lessons.  I wanted a way to kind of keep it up without having to take formal lessons and having to do 
church up here because, you know, you have to get established and everything, and church things can 
get a little crazy anyway.  But um, so I did that and I instantly feel in love with it.  Because it was all 
oral, and I’m a really oral person.  I don’t really do things by rote at all [here I wondered if she meant 
reading music rather than rote] so it was perfect for me, because I hadn’t like, sight-read difficult sheet 
music in ages.  I mean, if you put sheet music in front of me now, for violin at least, I’m like, uh… 
you’re kidding me right?  No, but it’s only for fiddle though, which is really weird, because for vocal I 
can read like really difficult languages, because I was trained here in voice.   I took lessons in voice.  So 
it’s, it’s just really weird, I guess because I haven’t taken lessons in so long, but yeah, it’s the Irish way I 
guess. 
 
KN: But I mean, there’s a lot of other music-cultures and traditions that are the same, it’s just by rote or 
whatever, have you tried any of those ensembles around here? Or did you just find Irish and decide to 
stick with that? 
 
KH: I did Balinese Gamelan for a semester.  I really liked it, but it just never really fit into my schedule 
kinda thing… I’ve been told that I should do other ensembles, I’ve been asked to do other ensembles.  
And I haven’t. 
 
KN: Why not? 
 
KH: Partially because of just time factoring.  The timing was just so perfect for the ensemble, and you 
know, my final semester is the only time I’ve had a time conflict with it. 
 
KN: A matter of convenience, Irish was there? [half kidding] 
 
[Both: Laughter] 
 
KH: Convenience, and secretly I just really loved it, I really wanted to keep playing it 
 
KN: Why, what about it? Like, I mean I love it to, but can you put it into words? 
 
KH: Yeah, I mean, I think it’s the feeling that portrayed in Irish music.  It’s not something like, this is 
sadness, this is happiness, this is the part where it climaxes into… you know, it, it’s… It’s fast, it, it gets 
to your soul in a way.  It goes with your heartbeat after a while, you’re kind of like, this is what keeps 
me going, kind of thing.  It’s really, really hard to explain, and I’m probably butchering my explanation, 
but um, it’s a feeling that you get with Irish music that people feel too when they see it.  When they see 
you on stage, you’re performing, you’re getting the crowd pumped.  You’re playing something that you 
love, and people can see that, you know? People can see when you’re enjoying yourself.  People can see 
when the music is your life, in a sense.   And that’s kind of how I feel, that Irish music is a really big 
part of my life now, because it’s affected me so much in the way I see life, in the way I see music in 
general.  Because I’ve always been the kind of person who doesn’t think of music as… theory, or 
written down analyses, and you know I can do that, but it’s not music to me it’s like, academia.  Which I 
think they can coexist, but at the same time, you can’t let it overrun the real feeling of the music, and 
that’s what Irish does.  It’s like, learn the piece and then play it.  It’s just simple, and in that simplicity 
you see a lot of emotion, because it’s so personal.  It’s like it’s your own.  It’s a part of you.  It’s a part 
of your brain.  It’s a part of your memory.  And, it’s everything I guess. 



 65 

 
 

 

 
KN:  I know you did music, before you did Irish music.  Did you do any Irish things beforehand?  Like, 
were you always a real big St. Patrick’s day person, or did you have the green shamrock socks or 
anything? 
 
KH: No, um, I went to a school, and our school was called Blessed Sacrament, and we had an Irish 
priest there.  And the Irish priest was really the guy that I more associated with.  His teaching was really, 
you know, kinda like Irish music: it’s simple, straight, to the point, no (can I say bullshit? ok,) no 
bullshit kinda thing.  It’s  just straight-forward, get it done, get it over with. And, I really enjoyed his 
teachings, and I enjoyed the fact that he was from Ireland.  But I never really celebrated St. Patrick’s 
day.  I never had like, a secret collection of shamrock socks.  But yeah, I guess it was part of me 
growing up, because we had a little bit of Irish in our school, because we were called Blessed 
Sacrament… 
 
KN: So, it was around you, but never really… 
 
KH: Yeah, never really a part of my life until, now. 
 
KN: What about now?  Now that you are in the music, now are other things that are part of your life? 
Like, have you branched out from music? 
 
KH: I think a little bit. I’ve looked into a lot of Irish culture and civilization.  One topic that I look into 
sometimes, really interesting is, how Irish immigrants were portrayed in American music.  And that’s 
something that really, that interests me a little bit, and um, I guess making my life more Irish.  I 
wouldn’t say that I go stereotypical, but like, half my I-tunes collection is Irish now.  You know, when 
St. Patrick’s day rolls around, you know, I celebrate.   
 
KN: Are you wearing green now? 
 
KH: Oh yeah, I’m wearing full green.   
 
KN: So you have a band, right?  An Irish band.  Is it specifically Irish, or do you just do Irish in it? 
 
KH: Um, it’s very modern Irish, but we try new things, we try not to be so traditional… 
 
KN:  But do you still align yourself with Irish music? 
 
KH: Yes.  We’re very much aligned Irish.   
 
KN: So, do people assume you’re Irish, ever? 
 
KH: [laughs] Uh… I actually don’t.  Which is really interesting because, I never… I feel more 
associated with Irish now, but people still see me as American.  Which I mean, makes me wonder if I 
ever went over to Ireland, would I be considered American?   Would it be like a, “Oh, you’re American” 
kind of thing?  It kind of makes you think about how Irish music can do that.  Can come over here, and 
kind of take over someone’s life in a way.  I mean, that sounds so terrible, and it’s not.  It’s like you 
create an identity with the Irish music. 
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KN: How? Why? 
 
KH: I think a lot of it is based on stereotypes that were put into place like, beginning with the 
immigrants that came over from Ireland with you know, songs from Stephan Foster, and the vaudeville 
shows, where they would characterize the Irish as short leprechauns kinda thing. 
 
KN: [laughter] 
 
KH: I think it started there, and once the music started coming over here, and the folk revival of the 60s 
came up…  I think a lot of it became a part of our music, because now we’re looking at other cultures 
and seeing that, we can look at other cultures and get music from other cultures very easily now. 
 
KN:  So you see it as…  Irish music as just one of the parts now of American music, it just falls under 
that big umbrella? 
 
KH: I think, yeah.  I mean of course you have your very traditional Irish music, but I mean, a lot of 
genres, like world music genres, they get modernized in a way, by combining it with like… you know 
jazz, this whole world beat thing that’s come about.  I don’t know how I feel about that.  I like to 
consider myself like, where Irish music is concerned at least, centered to conservative, like moderate to 
a little bit conservative.  And I go a little bit into the liberal, like, I dabble.  So, when I hear things like, 
jazz world beat, I understand that that’s where the music is going.  But I respect bands more like, 
Flogging Molly who actually play the music, and you can actually stand up on their own on a session.  
Because then they have clout, they kind of prove themselves as musicians in a way.  I mean, I can 
understand where certain things go, but I guess, yeah, it’s become a big part of American music.  
Because it did influence a lot of things that became things that are associated with America, like country 
music, that started more in Appalachians, but it has that fiddling thing, you know that fiddling thing.  
And it’s hot, and it’s fast, and gets the job done. 
 
KN: So being Irish is almost a way of being American? In some ways… 
 
KH: I feel that way a lot, because, you know…  My mom, when they came over from Poland, they were 
in West Virginia.  In that Northern area, and then they moved done into uh, down to here, afterwards.  
But there was a lot of, my Grandmother now lives in Tennessee, near Nashville.  So that part is also a 
big part of my life, because I would go over to Nashville every once in a while.  I’ve been to all those 
places, which are, [laughing] which are…  No, Nashville, and that’s a whole other thing, when 
technology’s added, does it really ruin the music in a sense.  I mean, “ruin”, because you can’t really 
ruin music.  You can, but you can’t at the same time.  That’s weird!  [Both: Laughter]  But yeah, I guess 
it is a way for me to show how American I am.  But then, I don’t really consider myself American. I 
consider myself, a mutt. 
 
KN: A mutt!?!  Why, because…?  Explain that one. 
 
KH: I guess because, I don’t feel like I have a definitive culture as an American.  I don’t really fall into 
the American, we’ll put a boot in your ass, kind of country music.  I don’t really fall into that category.  
But then again, I don’t really fall into the Irish category, where you know I’m totally traditional, and I 
don’t like rock music.  You know, I love rock music, and I love a lot of things that have come out of 
American, but I don’t really consider myself Irish or American.  I think I just have a little bit of 
everything, kind of thrown in. 
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KN: So you said you’re a mutt… 
 
KH: [Laughing] a mutt. 
 
KN: So you just have… 
 
KH: Because I mean, I’ll remember things like us making pierogies, you know, like a long time ago, and 
that’s like, Polish.  But then I’ll remember things like, making tacos and making Italian food, and 
having a little bit of everything kind of just thrown in. 
 
KN: So, you feel like you don’t really have that ethnic background that you practice? 
 
KH: Yeah, exactly. 
 
KN: Even if you might have it in your blood, you don’t really do anything with it… ? 
 
KH: It’s just kinda like, I don’t really see myself as the hotdog, french fries American.  I guess, is a 
good way of putting…  I don’t see myself as, you know, wearing flag all the time, showing my pride…  
But um, I don’t really show pride for Ireland either.  I mean, as an Irish musician, I do somewhat, but 
it’s a thing where the Irish culture isn’t definitively my own, because, you know, I’m not really that 
Irish.  So, it’s a thing where I don’t really define myself to any culture, and I just kind of go across the 
board.  I kind of dance around a little bit.   
 
KN: Do you like being able to do that? 
 
KH: I actually do, because it’s gives me a lot more freedom so see different cultures, and to study them, 
and you know…  not feeling like, “oh, they’re bad people.”  Recently, I’ve been looking into a lot of 
Islamic and conservative Christian studies.  And, as someone who was born and raised Catholic, and 
now it’s really Catholic anymore, I can kind of remove myself from that and see those two cultures as 
what they are, not as polar opposites, but as things that have similarities and differences.  And, it’s a 
way for me to understand my world a little better I guess.   
 
KN: And yet, on the flip side of that, there are many, many Irish-Americans, in some sense of the term, 
who, when you ask them what they are… when you say, “I guess I’m Polish” they say, “I guess I’m 
Irish”…  and you do a lot more Irish than they do.  When it comes to like, doing something, or showing 
it, you play all this music, you have a band… but… 
 
KH: I mean, it’s a kind of thing where, I consider what I do Irish, but it’s not who I am.  I mean, it is 

part of who I am, but it’s not.  Because, who I am is so much more than just the music.   
 
KN: So, maybe it’s like you sit in on each culture for a while 
 
KH: Yeah, it’s like, I’ll flip on for a session.  And then I’ll be Irish for that session.  I mean, I guess the 
more and more you do it, the more and more Irish you feel.  I mean, when I’m in a session, I do feel 
like, Irish, but… 
 
KN: So you kind of take that identity on, while you’re in the mode? 
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KH: Yeah, definitely, definitely. 
 
KN: [joking] Does it ever slip out, do you ever start talking Irish? 
 
KH: [Laughing] No! [while nodding her head strongly ‘yes’] 
 
KN: [to the tape recorder] That was a yes. 
 
KH: Yes, I’ll start singing in Irish.  I’ll be like, why am I singing… I have a really bad Irish accent, why 
am I trying to sing in an Irish accent? [Laughing]  I mean, it just kinda comes naturally.  It’s like, 
where’d that come from!?!  [Laughing still]  It’s like when I started learning French.  I was in French 
classes for seven years, so I’m pretty fluent in French, and I’m part French.  So it’s like the Polish thing.  
It’s like, Oh! Suddenly I’m French, ok!  Kinda makes me think I’m like, you know, [laughing] 
schizophrenic, at times?  But I mean… 
 
KN: So maybe, who you are depends on… ? 
 
KH: What I’m doing! 
 
KN: …what you’re doing? 
 
KH: Yeah, I guess.  I guess it’s that, and also it’s everything at once.  When I’m doing Irish music, I’m 
also Polish, I’m also American.  I’m all of those put together, but Irish is kind of the one that stands out.  
You know, it’s the one that’s there.  But um, yeah, that’s it. 
 
KN: You were talking about sessions and the more you do it and everything.  You started playing in 
Irish ensemble what, five semesters ago, did they do the whole thing back then where it’s like, “alright, 
you have to go to a session!”? 
 
KH: Actually, no.  They suggested we went to sessions, but they never made it like, a mandatory thing.  
And at first, I didn’t really go to sessions. 
 
KN: Why not? 
 
KH: A lot of it was time factoring commitment and I was kind of getting used to college life so I didn’t 
really know what I was doing.  At that time I wanted to pursue other majors, do other things, and not do 
Irish music.  And so I was focusing on those things, those things are who I was.  And I guess that’s what 
college is all about, kind of finding yourself, but…  The more and more I try to find myself, the more 
and more I find that I’m not, anything really. [laughing] But no, now I go to sessions all the time, I can’t 
stop.  It’s addictive. 
 
KN: What was it like when you first started going? 
 
KH: Frightening. [laughs] I knew like, two tunes.  And they asked me to come to a session, and there 
were all these people who had been playing music forever, and I was scared out of my mind. I didn’t 
know what to do, I was frightened.  I came with two of my friends who didn’t play, they just kind of sat 
on the sidelines, and I’m sitting there, I’m like, oh my God, I can’t play any of these tunes.  What am I 
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going to do? Oh my god.  That’s why I didn’t go a lot, but once I started learning the tunes, and I started 
going, I started learning more tunes.  Like, when I went.  I would hear the same tunes over and over 
again.  After a while, I would be like, oh I know this tune.  What’s the name of this tune? But yeah, 
when I started out, it was scary.  
 
KN: So, it’s a steep learning curve, or a steep fitting in curve? 
 
KH: It’s a very good learning experience.  Cause the thing with Irish people, and Irish music, “Irish” 
people, is that they’re very accepting.  They don’t turn people away for not knowing the tunes.  They 
allow you to listen, they allow to hear things out.  And I think that is what really attracted me to Irish 
music in the first place.  I mean, I enjoyed it, but at the same time it was something where, it was an 
accepting community that would allow some mistakes.  Because in American culture, you don’t really 
see a lot of people allowing, you know, people don’t allow mistakes.  They can’t make mistakes.  
Because if they do, then they’re considered weak.  And then if their considered weak, they’re looked 
down upon in society.  At least, that’s my take on American culture.  So yeah, I mean, yeah… 
 
KN: So anyways, you started going to these sessions… 
 
KH: Yeah, I started going to the sessions, and I started learning more and once I learned more, I actually 
found that I loved it.  I couldn’t get enough of it.  I would play the tunes, and those tunes would become 
a part of me.  And if I didn’t play them, I would be like, well wow, there’s nothing to do this weekend 
kind of thing.  But um, you know, because I was never really one for practicing.  I never went over 
things.  And sessions were a way for me to practice, they were a way for me to keep up the music and to 
keep it alive in a sense. 
 
KN: When did you finally feel, not terrified anymore, and when you started feeling like, ok I fit in here?  
When did you feel like you started to belong? 
 
KH: I felt like I started to belong this past summer.  I felt comfortable at sessions after about a semester, 
but I didn’t really feel like it was my thing.  This summer I started working with The Ned Devines, 
which is a local band in town.  They asked me to sing for them.  It was a total random coincidence that I 
joined their band, cause one night I went to, um, I went to one of their celebrations with one of my 
friends.  And we were just eating, we were just having a good time.  We weren’t really there to, I wasn’t 
there to play at all.  And they came up to me and they were like, can you sing a song for us?  And I was 
like, ‘cause they had played at our last concert, and Val was the new Irish teacher, and they were like, 
can you sing something for us?  And I’m like, [gasps] oh my god, I can’t believe I did that.  And I’m 
like, oh my god I’m freaking out because it’s like, performance.  They’re doing a performance, and they 
just came up and they’re like,” Hey come sing for us” and I’m like, “What?”.  But I ended up singing, 
and they asked me back for all their gigs.  And they told me to bring my fiddle next time, that I would 
play with them, and at that moment it was like, ok, now I can feel like this is my thing.  Because, I had 
shown myself enough I guess, I had proven myself enough that they would come up to me, just 
randomly, and ask me to sing with them.  And it made me feel as if, ok, I’ve proven myself.  They know 
my abilities, and now I can really feel like I’m doing the Irish music as more than just a class thing.  As 
more than just that, you know?  But yeah, that’s when I felt like, I guess that’s when I started feeling 
like I belong.  It took a while, and I played music for a while, but I never really felt Irish, until this past 
year, this past summer.  So I guess, that’s kind of weird, but it’s something I’ll take with me.  You 
know, it was a great experience to be accepted into a community so readily and eagerly, because I had 
done it for so long, and because it was something that I really enjoyed doing.  And it was really great to 
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feel that I enjoyed doing something and I was also accepted into it as you know, as one of them kind of 
thing.  Which is great!  It’s fantastic! 
 
KN: Well, that’s all the questions I have for you, unless you have more brilliant bits of wisdom [Katie 
laughs] you want to share.  You can feel free…  I usually end with, what question should I have asked 
you that I didn’t? 
 
KH: Oh, uh, I mean.  I never really talked about culture.  I mean, I guess what I would want to ask you 
personally, is what you’ve found, but I guess I can ask you that on your own time.  But I mean, I guess 
for me, the big thing about Irish music is the fact that, it’s oral, the fact that it can be passed on so easily, 
and that it’s readily passed on to anyone who anyone who wants to hear it, who know?  Anybody who 
wants to be an Irish musician can, really.  I mean, as long as you devote yourself to it, in a way.  I mean, 
as long as you… 
 
KN: What’s the difference between—and it’s such a fine and fuzzy line—what’s the difference between, 
anyone can be an Irish musician, and anyone can be Irish.   
 
KH: I think that the fine line between that is, an acceptance of culture.  Where the culture of Ireland is 
concerned, I don’t really know if I can accept it as my own, because it’s something I haven’t 
experienced firsthand, because I’ve never been to Ireland?... 
 
KN: So you feel you would have to actually go there and be in the homeland before you can say, even, 
even just to say like an Irish-American… 
 
KH: Yeah, because I’m so far removed.  I mean, if my family were Irish—and my grandmother, instead 
of coming over from Poland, came over from Ireland—I would say yes, I’m Irish, this is who I am. 
 
KN: Even if it was the same deal where you really didn’t do much? You would still be able to say 
you’re Irish? 
 
KH: Yeah, I think a lot of it is the fact that my nationality itself isn’t Irish, but I still relate to it so deeply 
that I, it’s part of me but it’s not who I am.  It not a culture that I can be a part of ; “I am Irish”…  I say 
that sometimes… because I’m part, like a little bit, but it’s, it’s a statement that’s more; “I’m an Irish 
musician.”  It’s like I really mean to say, “I’m an Irish musician.”   
 
KN: Yeah, so that difference between Irish and an Irish musician is… 
 
KH: It’s more cultural.  It’s can I accept the culture as a whole? 
 
KN: In your opinion, is that line very important? Do you worry about it?  Do people bring it up?  Do 
you think about it? 
 
KH: I think about it sometimes, because whenever you’re doing something like Irish music, and you’re 
putting yourself out there as a traditional musician.  You always worry about whether you’re 
“authentic”.  Or whether or not you’re doing something that people will enjoy.  And it kind of goes 
away when I think about how the music reaches people, and how it affects people who aren’t even Irish.  
I mean, tons of people flock out for St. Patrick’s Day because they’re fascinated with Irish culture, and 
they’re fascinated with how Americans have translated Irish culture.  How they’re manipulated it 
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themselves; for the good or the bad.  But, where the line is concerned, and where music is concerned, I 
think where culture itself is concerned, it’s very important.  A lot of people are like, oh I’m Irish on St. 
Patrick’s Day, and then they’re not Irish any other day.  Well that kind of affects me because it’s like, 
you don’t even really understand the culture itself, you only understand the American stereotype that 
we’ve given.  But for someone who’s a musician, who’s been doing music, it’s like a little bit of Ireland 
is with you.  So, that line is just… that line’s kind of blurred, on many levels.  Take someone like Eileen 
Ivers.  She’s a diva in the field, she’s fantastic, I love her.   But I mean, when you listen to some of her 
songs, you can say that’s not really Irish, but she does so much with it, to bring it to an American 
audience, and say: listen, this music is based on Ireland, this is Irish music, but I’ve taken it and because 
I’m a New Yorker, because I’m an American, I’m gonna do it my way. 

 
 

INTERVIEW – TIM KERNS – FEBRUARY 19, 2008 
 
[Prior to beginning of recording: We were discussing how we would define Irish music] 
 
KN: …A lot of the difference I see is, some people are very worried about playing the exact right thing 
and playing it the right way, and some people just kind of say, “oh, whatever!”  At some places… like 
last night when they played what was more of a country song… At some places, that wouldn’t have 
gone over well.  But here is was ok. 
 
TK: Well, what’s ironic about all that is that American country music is very popular in Ireland.  I know 
a lot of my musician friends, I don’t know if you know Dick, but he does a lot of Irish rebel songs.  But, 
what they like to hear over there are a lot of American songs, American country, things like that.  But, I 
know what you’re saying.  There are the hardcore traditionalists, and then there are the people that, I 
guess for lack of anything else, are more lenient about how the music is played.  And the one thing that 
I’ve noticed, I’ve learned, over the years, being affiliated with people that play Irish music, in Ireland 
and here, Irish traditional music is constantly changing.  I mean, it’s not like you have to play it like they 
did in 1920, I mean every friggin’ note has got to be exactly the same…  Cause it’s not.  I mean, 
instruments have been introduced, the bodhran is an example.  In the last fifty years that is a relatively 
new instrument.  Guitar is another instrument that’s not… I mean, you wouldn’t have seen a guitar 
being played fifty years ago in Ireland in traditional music sessions. 
 
KN: By the time I got involved with this music, guitar just seemed like a staple, that it’s very common.  
 
TK: Well, it’s interesting.  In the summer, as you probably know, I go to a lot of music camps and 
summer schools, you know week long, two week long summer schools in music, and a lot of them don’t 
even have a guitar class.   
 
KN: So what about bodhran? 
 
TK: Oh, I’d say probably ¾ of them have bodhran class. 
 
KN: So that’s catching on then? 
 
TK: Oh yeah, there’s a lot of people that play the bodhran.  I went a couple of years ago, with Val and 
Brian, and we went to summer school over there, a little town in Leitrim.  And there were probably 40 
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bodhran players.  Which is a horrible thought [joking], but it was a lot of fun.  The point is, there are a 
lot of people who play over there.  Young kids start out just like they do on the penny whistle.  The 
penny whistle is like a recorder, in elementary school or something.  Practically every Irish kid learns to 
play that first.  I mean, I’ve got some good friends over there, and some of them are on the top tier of 
musicians in Ireland, and they all started playing on the whistle.  
 
KN: Did you start on penny whistle? 
 
TK: No. No. 
 
KN: How did you get started? 
 
TK: I started on drums when I was in third grade. 
 
KN: Irish drums, or just percussion in school? 
 
TK: Drums, drums.  Just percussion, just drums.  I played starting in the grade school rhythm band and 
in the high school band and orchestra.  I played in drum and bugle corps for a couple of years, and I 
went through that phase.  And then I didn’t play for years and years.  I saw somebody playing a bodhran 
about fifteen years ago in a bar in Charleston and I thought, ah shit, I can do that.  Anyway, I gave it a 
try, worked at it, and I really enjoy it.  But, traditional music means different things to different people, 
so it’s a matter of taste.  There are musicians in town that play traditional Irish music that, uh, don’t play 
like you would here played in Ireland lots of times.  I mean, there’s a lot of kind of, deviation from the 
tune or something.  So, you know… It doesn’t make it wrong, it just makes it, it’s not exactly what 
you’d hear in hardcore traditional enclaves over there. 
 
KN: So those ideas of what’s traditional developed separately I guess, and they’re just sort of, 
different… 
 
TK: Well, you know, traditional, it’s what the old folks heard a hundred years ago, and it changed, and 
new instruments came in, and new interpretations, and musicians are constantly adding their own little 
variations and ornamentations.   So it really does change all that time. 
 
KN: Is that kind of what you were saying about, when you play bodhran you play – up higher?  What 
was the word for it? [here I imitated hitting the bodhran near the top of the drum rather than at the 
bottom) 
 
TK: Yeah! I mean, it’s a simple instrument.  But there have been changes in how the bodhran is played, 
there have been changes in the amount of ornamentation, in the role of the bodhran in traditional tunes.  
I started out learning to play Kerry style on the bottom of the drum, using the hand.  
 
KN: How did you learn that?  Did you take lessons from someone, or you just watched a lot? 
 
TK:  I watched, I had a tape, and then I had the privilege of having a good friend who was All Ireland 
Bodhran champion when she was fourteen years old.  Every time I was with this young lady, I would get 
a lesson in bodhran playing.  So she was a great deal of help to me.  And then the other thing that I do, 
and I still do, I watch Irish players.  And I listen to CDs, I watch performances.  It’s just a matter of, I 
basically have good rhythm, or decent rhythm, and I’ve learned to play the tunes, I’ve learned – I don’t 
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learn all the tunes, I’ve developed a sense of… I almost… if I’ve never heard a tune I can almost tell 
what’s coming, or I can tell most the time, just because of the way the tune is structured.  It makes it 
easy for me to do that.  Gordon and I have a lot of conversations about that.  The banjo and the bodhran 
are very similar in traditional Irish music.  His accents and his syncopation and his rhythm and all that, I 
mean we sit there and we basically play the same thing almost. 
 
KN: I’m not used to seeing banjo in Irish music.  I mean it doesn’t seem too strange, it kind of fits but, is 
that a new thing?  It that maybe like how the bodhran joined in?  The banjo was added in? 
 
TK: Uh, actually, the banjo has probably been around longer than the bodhran in traditional Irish music.  
I mean, you do see it quite a bit in Ireland.  But, I mean it’s not what you would have seen 150 years 
ago.  I don’t know if you know, Ireland for a long, long time.  England actually ruled Ireland directly for 
about 800 years.  So there were times when traditional music was forbidden, traditional instrument like 
the fiddle and uilleann pipes, and that kind of thing.  I mean, you were thrown in jail if you were caught 
playing that nasty native music. 
 
KN: I have heard a little bit about that, but it was in reference to the dancing. 
 
TK: Yeah, the dancing, the music, the instruments, the language, the Irish language was forbidden to be 
spoken.  They tried to kill of the language.  They did a good job of it. 
 
KN: Where did you learn all of this? Just talking to people, or was that maybe what you learned when 
you took that class in Ireland? 
 
TK: Well, I’m old, number one.  Just understand that.  And when you’re old, just by virtue of age, 
you’ve been around for a while.  And I’m a history major, so I have a great and abiding interest in Irish 
history.  I was an English minor, so all I had to do was read.  So, uh, I’ve always been interested in Irish 
history, that’s how I know about it.  And I go to Ireland fairly frequently.   
 
KN: You’ve always been interested in Ireland? Why? 
 
TK: I don’t know, that’s one of magical things… 
 
KN: So even when you were a little kid, you were interested? 
 
TK:  Well, like I said, I knew a lot of those songs.  I had those little 45s, or whatever the hell they were 
before 45s, you know.  68s or something like that.  But I mean, I had those kind of songs, and I loved 
the music, and I loved the kind of… 
 
KN: Were those the more traditional tunes, or were those…? 
 
TK: No, these are the period of Irish-American stuff that’s kind of, uh, kind of hokey.  But, I still wanted 
to hear those songs.  But anyways, I’ve just always been interested in Irish history.  I make it my 
business to know some things about Ireland. 
 
KN: You told me the other day that you found out you were Irish—a little bit? 
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TK: Well, I always knew, from the standpoint of genealogy, that I had some Irish roots, and Scottish 
roots and all that.  What I did do was have my DNA analyzed and that sort of thing.  And my DNA 
basically is the same as 90% of all the men in Ireland, and the British Isles for that matter, and then 
sections of England and all that.  So that’s, I mean… When I’m there I feel at home, if that makes any 
sense.  I mean it’s just kind of an ethereal thing.  It’s just you know, I belong here.  I love the place.  My 
wife was just saying, “Why don’t we go anywhere else besides Ireland?”  We will, one day… 
 
KN: Did you go there before you started playing the music, or only afterwards? 
 
TK: No, I went there after I retired actually.  I’d been playing… 
 
KN: So did you play over there, like besides the classes?  Did you go to pubs and, what was that like? 
 
TK: It’s very fun.  And the thing is if you go to pubs, especially in Dublin…  Dublin over the last 
several years has become kind of an international city, and you may be in a session and some Asian girl 
walks in with a violin, you know?  Or they’ll be some guitar player from Czechoslovakia or something 
like that.  I mean, it’s just one of those things.  But, there are places where you can still go and just play 
Irish music with Irish people too.  And that’s a lot of fun.  I’ve been privileged, because of my friends 
over there who are excellent musicians, to be part of some sessions that were world class.  And certainly 
not because of me, I’m talking about [unable to hear name] who would say, see that guy over there 
playing the button accordion?  He’s probably the best in Ireland.  So, it’s kinda neat, and it’s really nice 
to play with people like that.  Because the quality of the music, and you know as a musician, you rise to 
the level of what’s playing.  It’s always better to play with somebody who’s better.  And you just, you 
get jazzed up about that, the sound and the ability of the other musicians.  So it’s just really fun to play 
with people like that.  But I do, I play whenever I can over there.  I usually, about half the time, take my 
own drum.  Just wander around…  I mean, I basically know where the sessions are that I like to play.  
Uh, you may know about know about this, but I do want to mention this to you, um, both in Ireland and 
in several countries around the world where there’s a fairly large Irish or Irish-American population.  In 
Ireland there’s an organization called Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann which is the music association of 
Ireland.  And it’s not just music, it’s dance, and kind of the Irish culture, and language and that kind of 
thing.  But it’s predominantly music and dance.  And Comhaltas is like a club.  There are, everywhere 
are regions and chapters and all that stuff.  So, if you go to a small town, sometimes it’s easy to kind of 
determine if the Comhaltas chapter there has a session, and you can go to that.   
 
KN: So are the Comhaltas sessions the better sessions, the better groups? 
 
TK: Possibly, but the thing about, what’s so funny, when I first started going… And Dublin is where the 
headquarters is, a little suburb south of Dublin, and there the national headquarters of Comhaltas is. And 
you go in there, and there men and women who are probably in their 80s, late 70s, and there are kids 7 
and 8 years old.  So, when you sit in a session, it’s really fascinating, cause they’ll be some gray-haired 
lady there, playing the fiddle.  Sometimes not very well.  But the thing is, they really don’t openly, it’s 
not like “you’re not good enough, you can’t play.” They would never do that.  And the same with the 
singing.  Singing in Ireland, especially Sean Nos singing, which is a kind of acappella, it’s funny cause 
people who really can’t sing will stand there and do a song.  And everybody claps, and there’s a certain 
amount of respect that comes from, just the willingness to perform.  But, I’ve also been there when 
they’ve tried to do two or three additional songs, and then that usually doesn’t work very well.  But 
anyway, that organization is a great catalyst for everyone in Ireland.  And there are several chapters 
here.  I happen to belong to the chapter down in Clearwater.  Brian and Valerie, I got them to join.  You 
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get a really nice magazine, and things like that.  And there are some tunes in there, session song books 
and all that, so… 
 
KN: Do you find that Comhaltas groups, that those are made up of mostly Irish people with only a few 
visitors?  Or is it like what you said you see in Dublin, where you see a lot of, you know, Chinese 
people playing Irish fiddle… 
 
TK: Well, even at the Comhaltas sessions, at the headquarters in Dublin, they’ll be people from all over.  
You may walk in there and they have I think a Tuesday and a Thursday session that’s pretty much open.  
Uh, and it just depends on who’s in town.  They have, of course, the regulars, from Dublin or the 
neighborhood or whatever, who come in to play.  And then they’ll be people from Australia, Canada, 
uh, Italy, American… you know it’s just a real international mix, that everybody… well you sort of have 
to belong to Comhaltas to go, but when you’re out and about somewhere… Sligo, or something like 
that, you can find a Comhaltas chapter session.   
 
KN: It’s interesting how some many people from around the world play Irish music, and are in this 
group, Irish traditional music.  Because you don’t really see that with a lot of other things. 
 
TK: Well, I can tell you from traveling over there, American music is incredibly hot.  American country 
music.  I mean you go into a little pub in Ireland, out in the country, and there may be a Dixie-land Jazz 
band, I mean Sligo has a great Dixie-Land Jazz band that plays every Sunday in a pub downtown.  It’s 
like being in New Orleans, you know.  So, American music is really popular over there, and they like to 
hear a lot of it.  The guy that owns the garage where I get my cars worked on was a big time rock’n’roll 
guy, back 30 years ago and all that.  But he still plays mean guitar and sings and all that, I mean, he’s a 
great golfer, so when he goes to Ireland to play golf, he takes his guitar.  Walk into a pub and somebody 
might say, “Oh, we got a guitar! Sing a song.”  So, you know, he does.  So, they’re very accepting or 
different forms and music and tolerating.  But, you’re right.  Irish music is pretty, is just, there’s 
something about it I think that appeals to people.  And uh, American music basically, Country music 
and Bluegrass and all that, basically came from Irish, Scots-Irish emigrants that came over. 
 
KN: So, I’m just throwing this out there.  You say you have both Irish and Scottish in you, a little bit 
maybe of both.  How come you ended up with Irish music instead of Scottish music?  You know, why 
not play in a drum and pipe… 
 
TK: Oh, I just like Irish music.  Oh, I’ve played in drum and bugle corps.  I mean, I’ve done that, I’ve 
done all that marching and drumming, you know?  There’s a, there’s something about the spirit of the 
Irish.  There’s a freedom, there’s a, a happiness, there’s a, almost a certain innocence, the whole way 
there are.  I mean, I can tell the difference when I travel from the Republic of Ireland to Northern 
Ireland, I mean that’s, the infrastructure is different up there.  I mean, this is my own very unscientific 
study, but people just smile as much there.  They’re just, they’re not, there’s just something about the 
Irish in the South.  They’re just different.  You know, a little more devil-may-care, you know, infinitely 
more profane, uh… You know, I just like being around people like that.  I like that sense of social stuff.  
And the Irish are really not like what you get in all the Irish tourist type… they’re incredibly nice people 
and polite people.  But the Irish also have a very dark side.  They’re very… they’re born pessimists and 
that kind of thing.  It just, it’s just a really funny mix of personality types lots of times.  And when you 
get to know an Irish person well, one, you get hear the rest of their story so to speak.  You get to hear 
them bitch about shit and all, you know, “ehhhh tourists,” and all that stuff.  I think it’s just like 
anywhere, but they do put on a good face… they do. 
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KN: Do you feel that same Irish spirit here in America?  Like, do you feel that same spirit when you 
come to the sessions here, or play the music?   
 
TK: Sometimes, sometimes.  And the Irish have a word for that kind of happy-get-together and good 
conversation and all that.  It’s called craic.  Are you familiar with that at all? 
 
KN: I’ve heard it once. 
 
TK: It’s spelled C-R-A-I-C, and it means, uh…  They say, “The craic was mighty last night,” or “Oh, 
it’s great craic!”  That’s just everything – the music, the drink, the conversation, the fellowship, the 
whatever – was really good.  And at sessions here it gets to that point every once in a while.  And I just 
tell Brian, “We’re really rocking now, we really got it going on.”  It’s the interaction with the musicians 
and the punters and everybody.  It really is.  There’s really a craic factor at Finnegan’s lots of times.  
Yeah, it’s the same thing.  But… over there, they’ve raised craic to an art form.  It’s just, the social 
fabric of the Irish people is very fascinating.  They have all their little animosities, and all that stuff…  I 
mean, to go to an Irish wedding, I mean, you’re dedicating about 24 hours to an event, or more.  I love 
going to Irish weddings, but I don’t want to go to too many of them all at one time, but, you know, every 
couple years it’s great fun, ‘cause you go to the church, and then sessions.  My friends are musicians, so 
there are multiple sessions, that kind of thing.  But it’s very fun. 
 
KN: It does sound like fun, I’ll have to make it over there some time. 
 
TK:  Jessica, the flute player?  She’s been over there three times.  She went to school in Cork.  So she’s 
got a good sense.  And… One other thing I want to tell you: you were at the session at the warehouse 
the other night, when the lady from Chicago was there, Una, the older fiddle player?  She, I know you 
heard her play, her playing is quintessential Irish fiddle playing.  I mean, it’s just, uh, very seldom 
duplicated by anybody in Tallahassee.  There’s just a, a lilt to it.  And I mean the flute playing is the 
same way.  An Irish flute player has just got, there’s just this unique sound.  And then it becomes a 
regional thing too.  You know, people playing the fiddle in Donegal don’t play the same way they as do 
in Cork, or in Leitrim, so… 
 
KN: That special quality, is that something that American’s just can’t quite ever grasp onto, because 
we’re not born into it? 
 
TK: No no, they can.  I think, I think my friend Brian has done a remarkable job at capturing that sound.  
Linsey Smith plays a good Irish fiddle, I don’t know if you know Linsey.  But uh, you know I have a 
respect for her playing.  I think Brian’s great.  Valerie is of course a wonderful musician, but she’s not, 
you know, she’s inching towards Brian.  She’s so classical; she can play anything and everything.  Uh, 
but I’d say those three people are probably the best, and Jane is, Jane’s good.  She’s also good. 
 
KN:  So you kind of just, inch your way there the longer you’re in it. 
 
TK:  Yeah, yeah I think so.  I mean, I think you’d have to talk to Brian or Linsey, or Valerie.  ‘Cause I 
think, I can’t relate to it as a bodhran player, but you probably can.  It must be difficult to make the 
transition from playing a violin, you know, to getting into that whole different mindset, and that whole 
different feel, of Irish music.   
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KN: Yeah, but also a welcome relief. 
 
TK:  Well yeah, I guess that’s kind of what I’m saying.  It’s so different, you know, and if you can make 
that switch it’s terrific. 
 
KN: How did you start out with this group that meets here, this session? 
 
TK: Well, I’ve been playing Irish music around here for 15 years, and I’ve known Jane and Gordon for a 
long time.  You’re going to school here, so you’re part of the ebb and flow of musicians over the years, 
but, there’s kind of just a set body of people who play Irish music here.  And, I think I played in four 
different bands.  And I meet Brian and Valerie shortly after they came to Tallahassee.  And Brian and I 
became friends and we started playing in a band.  And then that disbanded, and I think maybe we got 
another band together, and we didn’t like that, so we disbanded that.  And then, Brian and I just started 
The Ned Devines by ourselves about six years ago, out at Shenanigans.  And then soon after we started, 
we wanted a guitar player, so we brought Fred in, who’s a dear friend of ours.  Then Lea and I have 
been in a couple, actually, just about every band I’ve been in, I’ve been in with Lea, the blonde lady 
who plays the flute.  You know, you go through different innovations.  And the shelf life of a band, any 
band as you probably know, is not very long, but we’ve been together for six years.  We get along, 
we’re had some differences, like everybody, but we work through those things, and we go from there.   
 
KN: So for this session is that band, The Ned Devines, is that like, the core of this sessions? 
 
TK: Yeah, and we’re kind of making a little bit of a change.  The second Sunday, which was the gig last 
night, was a session format.  And then the fourth Sunday, The Ned Devines play their performance here 
with sound equipment, but we decided to change that, because it gets so noisy in here.  Uh, we’ve just 
decided to go to two sessions sponsored by The Ned Devines.  So that’s the two music events here. 
 
KN: Oh really? I didn’t know that! 
 
TK: Well it’s hasn’t even actually started, cause the fourth Sunday will be the first fourth Sunday where 
it’s been a session instead of a gig.  Everybody’s welcome to come.  I think it’s the 23rd or the 24th, 
something like that.  So everybody really gets a chance to come out and play at two sessions, at least 
here.  Uh, and those sessions will be lead, the nucleus will be The Ned Devines. 
 
KN: So, it seems like, you’ve been—for the last however many years—you’ve been usually one of the 
founding type people, you’ve kind of been in these groups since the beginning.  What advice or 
comments do you have for the newbies?  The people who are—you already have this session, you’ve 
been in it for a while, and what do you say to this new violin player who wants to sit down and join you, 
and doesn’t really know what’s going on? 
 
TK: Well, one of the things that helps when you start a session, or are involved in a session, is 
determining or defining what level of musicianship you’re going to have at that session.  And if you go 
look on the session website, there’s  a website called ‘the session’, lots of times they’ll have up there 
like, ‘only advanced players welcome’ or something like that, or ‘this is a session open to anyone, 
beginners are  welcome’, that kind of thing.  So, I think probably by word of mouth in Tallahassee.  The 
sessions here are probably not just for advanced players, but they’re for people who kind of know what 
they’re doing musically.  I think there are a couple other sessions in town, and I think Jane has some 
students sometimes, or Gordon has some students come, you know, kids you know  who want to come.  
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And the first part of the session they’ll kind of accommodate that, which is nice, I mean I think that’s 
good.  But I think, to answer your question, if somebody just walked in and sat down and didn’t really 
know what they were doing, uh, we would hope that they would at least be… [tape ran out here] 
 
KN: So, in Tallahassee for example.  If one of the people I teach violin lessons to, and they’re a decent 
violin player classically trained, and they say they want to learn Irish music, to be a part of that, where 
would I send them?  What would I tell them? 
 
TK: What I would tell them is that there are some excellent sessions, and I would recommend to them 
that they’re more than welcome to come and listen. I’m a big believer in coming to a session and 
listening.  You know, if you’re sending a student to this session, because you obviously know their 
ability, you know their level of play at the session.  You can send them here to observe and listen.   Or, 
you know, if Jane says starting the first 30 minutes we’re going to invite all the beginning fiddle players 
in, and I’ll help them and all that, send them there.  But don’t send them here, because we don’t have 
that, you know, remedial, ok start off and we’ll play it at half speed and all this stuff.  ‘Cause I mean, I 
can’t play shit at half speed.  It’s no fun, you know? [Both laughing]  It’s supposed to be rockin’.  That’s 
the way you’re supposed to play the music.  That’s just me. 
 
KN: So in the meantime, you know they go to Jane’s and they learn a little bit, and a little bit, and 
maybe they hear a couple tunes they like and they say, you know I’d like to learn that one.  How can 
they, you know, would you advise them to get on the internet and look it up, or… 
 
TK: Absolutely, I mean, and practice.  Practice.  This is what I tell the kids on bodhran day.  I mean, 
secure the fundamentals.  You know, Jesus, there’s no magic in playing the bodhran except you have to 
keep doing it, and you have to do it regularly, and you should do it to CDs.  Uh, you should get Irish 
traditional music on CDs, whatever, and play along with it.  Hopefully, find one that’s maybe got a 
bodhran, so you can listen to how the bodhran is being played on that tune.   
 
KN: Well, for our hypothetical student, do you have any groups that you would recommend listening to? 
 
TK: Well, there’s, I like a band a lot called Altan.  From Donegal, they’re excellent.  There’s a Sligo 
band called Dervish that’s very, very good.  There are uh, a lot of more individual people like Tommy 
Hayes or Tommy Peoples, uh, fiddle players: Cherish the Ladies is a really good group that’s got a nice 
mix of instruments.  But uh, I mean I’ve got a CD called Skin and Bone which is a fiddle player and a 
bodhran player.  You know, so it really doesn’t matter, but those are all good groups.  And they all play 
traditional tunes, and they all play at the speed, at the most part, that I like to play at.  You know, I don’t 
like to play slow.  But you know, I do sometimes.  I mean, people are learning tunes, and even the good 
musicians are learning their tunes, so we don’t play too fast. … Ok, how are we doing, ok? 
 
KN: We’re doing good.  I’m really enjoying not being in the library right now. 
 
TK: Good.  What time did you leave the session last night?… [we get off track a little] 
 
KN: Ok, let’s see.  We were talking about music.  Were all those groups you just recommended all Irish 
groups, like, out of Ireland? 
 
TK: Oh. Uh, no… Cherish the Ladies is kind of a, they’ve been around for a long time, so they’ve had 
people pass through, but the main leader of the band is Joanie Madden.  She’s an American, but I think 
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her parents were Irish.  She’s Irish-American.  And they had Aoife Clancy with them for a while, she 
sang and played the bodhran, and she is from Ireland.  And maybe a couple of the musicians are from 
Ireland.  And they switch off and on, so.  But all from Irish-American families.   And then uh, Tommy 
Hays and Tommy Peoples, all those people, I mean they’re all Irish.  I mean, I like to play to accordion 
music.  They’re some good accordion players. 
 
KN: Do you think it makes a difference, the fact that they’re actually Irish?  That those musicians are 
Irish in some fashion? 
 
TK: Oh, I don’t know.  Probably subconsciously to me it does.  I mean, I like to play with Irish 
musicians.  Who plays Irish music better than Irish musicians?  But really, I mean there are really good 
musicians here in America.  There are some good, I’m just trying to think of some American Irish 
bands, I just.  My taste in American Irish, or Irish-American, or whatever it might be, runs to Irish pop 
rock, actually.  I like a lot of those.  How ‘bout you? 
 
KN: I like a lot of those groups as well, actually. 
 
TK: Who do you like? 
 
KN: Me, my top group is Gaelic Storm.  They’re a nice combination of traditional, but they don’t really 
hold themselves to the same format. 
 
TK: Yeah, I’ve seen them before.  They did the Titanic, yeah…  How about Flogging Molly, or Drop 
Kick Murphys? 
 
KN: Flogging Molly, I saw them this summer.  Unfortunately, it was outdoors, and because it was 
outdoors, the sound—I mean they kind of scream as it is—but you just couldn’t understand…   I mean, 
it’s not like on their CD where they’re screaming but you know what they’re saying, it was really just 
like a wall of sound.  (laughing) 
 
TK: Yeah.  Where did you hear them? 
 
KN: Up at the Dublin at the Irish Festival (in Ohio).  I don’t know if they have a lot of festivals down 
here, Irish or even just folk festivals… 
 
TK: Yeah, they do.  They uh, Fort Lauderdale, West Palm Beach.  Jacksonville started one, this is their 
second year… 
 
KN: Are those like, Irish festivals, or just… 
 
TK: Yeah.  No, they’re Irish festivals.   
 
KN: Go you go to a lot of them? 
 
TK: I haven’t been in a while.  I just to go to the one in Fort Lauderdale.  I’m planning on going to the 
one in Jacksonville, cause my favorite band, The Tossers, are performing.  They’re from Chicago. 
 
KN: So mostly do you just go to hear groups that you’re interested in? 
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TK: Yeah, but the Irish fests are just a lot of fun.  I used to go to the one in Fort Lauderdale for a few 
years and, it just, I go for the music primarily.   
 
KN: Yeah, I’ve been going to the festivals for a couple years.  Some here and there.  It always strikes 
me as so funny that everyone there is wearing their Irish t-shirts, and… But mostly of them aren’t 
actually Irish! 
 
TK: Oh yeah, right it’s a real shamrock-y Irish, the people who wear the stupid hats and all that stuff and 
“kiss me I’m Irish”… 
 
KN: So, how’s that different from like, our session?  Cause I’m willing to bet that most of the people 
who show up here to play aren’t Irish either.  What keeps it from being “Shamrock-y”? 
 
TK:  Well, the fact that uh… I’ve had the chance to educate them I guess?  I mean, it’s just uh… I don’t 
know.  I mean, Brian and I have been to Ireland together a couple times, and we understand that—and 
don’t get me wrong, they’ve started celebrating St. Patrick’s Day in Ireland now like we do over here, 
with all the hoopla, and the green crap and all that stuff, but uh… 
 
KN: The day everybody’s Irish 
 
TK: Yeah.  But you know, you go to a pub in Ireland for a session, and musicians are not wearing 
Guinness hats and all this stuff, it’s just different.  That’s the commercial end of things, you know?  
We’re not in to that kind of stuff.  I mean, I’ve got a whole bunch of cool t-shirts, don’t get me wrong, 
but they’re esoteric enough, you know, New York Gaelic league and stuff like that.  I don’t have any, 
stupid t-shirts.  I have extremely good taste in t-shirts. 
 
KN: [laughing] oh good. …  Yeah, there’s this funny notion that, to wear the green you’re Irish. 
 
TK: Well, you know, there’s some saying that half the people are Irish, the other half wish they were, or 
some shit like that…  It is almost a state of mind sometimes, it really is.  But I, well if you know 
anything about Ireland, it’s just uh… it the craic.  It’s the good time, it’s the music, it’s the good time, 
it’s the drink.  Or, just the sociability of the whole thing.  So uh, next question. 
 
KN: [laughing] next question!  Next questions, all right.  So, here in Tallahassee, I’m work on this 
research project, who would you recommend that I talk to, visit, play with, go to see… and why?  Where 
would you send me on my big quest of finding out what it means to play Irish music? 
 
TK: It might be easier for me to tell you who not to talk to. 
 
KN: Ok…[laughing] So maybe leave names out of it, but why would you… 
 
TK: Oh, I don’t know.   
 
KN: Are we getting shamrock-y again? 
 
TK: Well, it’s not that, I’m trying to steer you clear of the more pompous, verbose people…  You 
should talk to a guy named John Sullivan.  You know John? John’s a dear friend of mine.  He’s Irish-
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American, he actually has Irish citizenship because his parents were… he contends that he was 
conceived in Ireland and born in America.  His mother was pregnant when his parents came over.  But 
uh, he’s uh, he’s quite a character.  He’s a very knowledgeable guy.  He has tons of family in Ireland, 
and all that.  And he’s also a bodhran player.  He plays a completely different style than I do.  And 
John’s an older guy, he’s 72 or 73, something like that.  But really a nice guy…. Brian would be a good 
guy to talk to, to interview 
 
KN: Brian… ? 
 
TK: Arsenault.  Our Brian, yeah.  Because he knows a lot of the technical aspects of fiddling and more 
technical aspects of the music than I do.  And he’s played in sessions over there, and visited band camp 
[laughing] over there.  He has a pretty good grasp of things.  I’m trying to think… Next month, we 
actually have some people from Ireland coming over to visit for over a week, over St. Paddy’s Day.  But 
none of them are really musicians.  Um, one of them is an historian, you know folklore, but not  a 
musician…  What are you looking for?  I mean, just the same kind of thing?  Jane maybe, maybe talk to 
Jane Scott.  I don’t know how well you know Jane. 
 
KN: A little bit. I met her a few times.   
 
TK: Uh, Jane might be good.  That should be enough… I mean, If you do want to talk to John Sullivan, 
let me know and I’ll call him and I mean, we could meet down here or whatever.  I’ll introduce you to 
him.  Well, what’s the title of your thesis? 
 
KN: Ah, it’s in progress.  Well, the band Gaelic Storm has song called, “Kiss Me I’m Irish”.   
 
TK: Like the t-shirt. 
 
KN: Yep.  And it goes, I am the wild rover, and my eyes they are smiling, and love my whiskey, and I 
only drink on days of the week that end with “y”… 
 
TK: Ok, so this is kind of a little composite of all the… 
 
KN: Right, just what it means to be “Irish.” 
 
TK: It means a lot of different things as you’ve probably figured out. 
 
KN: And to different people.  And I was at their concert this summer, and I watched probably about… it 
had to be over 500 people, all singing along with this song.  Half of them in kilts, and half of them with 
shamrock hats, and half of them looking rather normal, and half of them were gothic, maybe?, and all 
these people.  Some were, maybe, part Irish, maybe a few actual people from Ireland, probably not too 
many, but mostly Americans, and they’re all singing, “Kiss me I’m Irish.”  And then they also did, this 
summer cause they were promoting this new CD.  They did it with YouTube, those videos people make 
online, they kind of did a make your own music video to this song.  And everyone took the song and 
made it fit them personally.  So one person did their trip to Ireland, and they had pictures of them 
visiting Ireland.  Another person did, like they grew up and did step dancing all their life, so it was all 
about that.  So another girl, she kind of re-wrote the song: Kiss me I’m not Irish, but I wish I was, and 
well, my dog’s name is rover, and …  Right? 
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TK: Yeah… 
 
KN: So, I’m kind of interested in her story.  I’m interested in those people’s stories.  You know, whether 
you’re Irish, whether you’re not Irish, whether you’re Irish-American, or whether you wish you were 
Irish… What is this thing? 
 
TK: Do you know anything about the Irish in America?  Why they came to America, when they, the 
different times they came to America? 
 
KN: A decent bit.  I won’t say I know a lot, but, a decent chunk. 
 
TK: I mean, you know that the Irish and the Black were, had basically the same standing in this country.  
And England, Great Britain, considered the Irish to be inferior beings and all that.  In fact, in the 1660s, 
I don’t know, it depends who you talk to, anywhere between 25 thousand and 100 thousand Irish, mostly 
women and children to Barbados as slaves to work in the sugar plantations down there.  The Irish on the 
grand scale of the European picture did not have much standing at all.  They really were the lowest of 
the low.  And I think that did in some way contribute to the over exuberance of Irishness way back.  
Traditionally they came into the cities and they figured out the way to succeed in a city like New York 
or Chicago or Buffalo or whatever was to get into politics.  You could run things, control the police and 
fire departments by working there.  It’s really an interesting sort of social phenomenon there.   
 
KN: So you’re a history major, right?  So what about the contemporary Irish in America?  How does 
that past relate to the standing of Irish-Americans right now? 
 
TK: You know, it’s almost been a 180 degree change.  Ireland is acknowledged today as, and it started 
about 15 years ago, what they call the rise of the Celtic tiger, the economy in Ireland.  The Irish are very 
well educated, in a good, fairly rich educational system.   A lot of young Irish are very proficient in the 
technical areas, computers areas, finance, things like that.  And they’re really actually ending up going 
back to Ireland, a lot of them. 
 
KN: I heard about that.  Reverse migration, or whatever they’re calling it. 
 
TK: Yeah, yeah.  But they still, there’s still the guys who come over here and work the construction, or 
you know, bartenders.  My daughter was married to a guy from Dublin for about 4 years, and all he 
wanted to do was tend bar, so that was, time to move on.  
 
KN: Yeah, so it’s kind of what I’m looking for, just what’s going on now, with the whole… identity 
Irish crisis [laughs]… Who is Irish? 
 
TK: It’s not really an identity crisis… 
 
KN: No, bad word choice. 
 
TK: it’s actually more a matter of some kind of cultural pride.  I mean, if you have a little Native 
American, or a little Italian, or whatever, it’s just, you know, you have a tendency to kind of identify 
with that and to celebrate good things about that culture.  I mean, not the bad things, the good things. 
 
KN: Like music. 
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TK: Yeah.  I mean, Ireland is a very, very small country, it’s about the size of Alabama.  It has a 
population of about 4 million people now.  At one time it had a population of almost 8 million people, in 
the 1840s.  That long ago.  So, through death and immigration they pretty much pared it down.  But, uh, 
one of the things that’s always impressed me about Ireland is, for a small country, with a small 
population, the per capita output in literature and music is far out of proportion.  To almost anywhere 
else.  There’s something about the creativity, and… a lot of Irish literature… and lot of the Irish are very 
dark.  Read some of their best literature, some of the most depressing shit you’ll ever read.  I mean, it’s 
just like, there’s some books you read and it’s either like I can’t finish it or I have to like, ick!  I have to 
put this down for a while.  But it’s really, you know, interesting kind of thing.  So there is a, you know, 
it is kind of depressing.  But anyway.  They’re unique in the sense of creativity and all that.  There’s an 
interesting book by Thomas Cahill called How the Irish Saved Civilization which would be interesting 
for you to read.  It’s not a terribly lengthy book, but his argument is that the monks…  Ireland was really 
not conquered by anybody, but the monks kept all the bible and the scriptures and all that stuff alive 
during the dark ages.  So it’s like, how they saved civilization. 
 
KN: [Laughs] I think I may have heard of that before. 
 
TK: Yeah, well… 
 
KN: I haven’t gotten to that cherry yet. [Referring to me digging the cherry in the bottom of my drink] 
 
TK: If you want to do anything else, you know, it’s really your call.  I’d be more than happy to help you 
out.  I’ve got a fairly decent library of Irish stuff, if you ever want to come out and just look at it.  I’d be 
glad to loan it to you.  You’d have to sign a library card though. 
 
KN: [laughs] Fine. 
 
TK: [laughs] 
 
KN: Yeah, that would be great.  I mean, the only question I have left to ask is, I guess, you know more 
about Irish stuff than I do.  I mean getting into it.   
 
TK: You’re a better fiddle player than I am. 
 
KN: Right, [laughs] but I don’t play bodhran. 
 
TK: [laughs] I’m sorry, go ahead. 
 
KN: So, what should I be asking?  You know? You’ve been doing Irish music a lot longer than I have. 
 
TK: I guess part of my problem is, I’m trying to get my hands around exactly what it is your thesis is 
going to be based on. 
 
KN: Well that makes two of us. 
 
TK: Ok, well that’s my biggest problem.  I want to help you. I want to talk about those things that you 
want me to talk about, but I just… how did America become so enthusiastic about Irish stuff?  One of 
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the reasons is, right here, is this pub.  Cause, you know, with the rise of a lot of things Irish, 15 or so 
years ago, not just music, the whole pub thing.  The Irish pub became an exportable commodity that 
went to Berlin, and Hong Kong, and Sydney Australia, and Tallahassee Florida, I mean, people just put 
a sign out that says Irish pub, or Finnegan’s Wake, or whatever, to take advantage of the fact that people 
were going to places like that.  And a lot of those places started bringing in musicians that played what 
they thought was Irish music.  And it just…  So, a lot of, to get back to your wondering about this Kiss 
Me I’m Irish shit is like, it’s commercial.  It’s a money-making deal.  And people around here, Bruce 
who owns the place, a dear, dear friend of mine, has never set foot in Ireland.  I mean, he’s going next 
month, or going in April with me.  It’s like Cindy who owns Shenanigans.  I took her to Ireland for the 
first time.  She’d never been in an Irish pub.  Bruce had never been in an Irish pub.  And there is no, the 
other thing is, there is no quintessential Irish pub.  This is what people think an Irish pub looks like.  
And it’s very, very accurate, except for this wall of glass over here.  But it is, I mean, this is, it’s a little 
too, this will eventually wear out [the paint job], and they have a bunch of these extra little things 
[gesturing to knick-knacks on the walls and shelves].  But, it’s somebody’s idea of what an Irish pub 
looks like.  And I mean, the pubs in Ireland are diverse as they are here.  I mean, it’s a bar.  And what 
makes it different, is the bar in Ireland is much more of a social center than it is a, a go in and meet 
chicks and take them home and that sort of thing.  Not that that’s not the case in a lot of places but, 
especially in the country it’s more of a, go in for a pint, the guys go in for a pint or a cup of coffee or 
whatever.   You get what I’m saying about exporting from Ireland the whole Irish pub culture and scene.  
And then that gets into t-shirts and hats and everything else, and off we go. 
 
KN:  Opportunistic? 
 
TK: Yeah. 
 
KN: Yeah. 
 
TK: So, what’s going on in your life?  
 
 

INTERVIEW – LARRY DULIN – JUNE 20, 2008 
 

LD: So you wanted to interview me? I’m flattered. 
 
KN: Yes, well.  Yes.  I thought you’d be a good candidate, and so did a lot of other people.  Told me 
you were in a band even, in General Guinness.   
 
LD: Yeah. 
 
KN: And, so I don’t sound stupid, can you spell your name for me on the recorder, so when I type it out 
I don’t get it completely wrong? 
 
LD: Last name is Dulin, and it’s D-U-L-I-N.   
 
KN: I-N? Ok. See, I was thinking A, so it’s a good thing I asked. 
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LD: Well, there’s a lot of spellings of Dulin, and our family roots are traced back to uh… the mid-
1700s.  I’m not sure where in Ireland they may have come from, probably Northern Ireland.  But when 
we were over there, we visited a town called Doolin.  It’s on the west coast. It’s spelled D-O-O-L-I-N, 
which is a typical Irish spelling.  But it was interesting to see, on the signs over in Ireland… Have you 
been over there?  
 
KN: I haven’t. 
 
LD: On the signs it will have the Gaelic, or the Irish, spelling of everything.  It will say English and then 
Irish under that.  But Doolin there, the Gaelic was D-U-L-A-I-N-N.  So I don’t know what significance 
that has. 
 
KN: So maybe they combined the two? 
 
LD: Well, or what happened I think, as many cases when they came over here, the census takers would 
fracture the names and the spellings.  There’s all kinds of D-U-L-A-N, D-U-L-O-N, D-O-L-A-N, and so 
on.   
 
KN: So then, is that one part of your family from Ireland, or everyone is from there? 
 
LD: My father’s side. Yeah, the tree goes back on his side. And my mother’s side actually is English, 
British. 
 
KN: [joking] Do they get along ok?! 
 
LD: Yeah. [laughing] They do now.   
 
KN: So, I take you don’t play much English music, you stick to Irish? 
 
LD: I’ve played Irish ever since 1980 when our band formed. Tom Davis, you’re probably familiar with 
that name, he’s the older guy like me that plays banjo.  He has a guitar shop, where they make guitars 
and repair guitars, and he was in Grandview at that time.  I played guitar in my folk group at church. 
And I brought my guitar in one time.  He had heard me play.  We played at like, Children’s Hospital or 
someplace like that, our group.  And he came and listened and I guess he liked what he heard.  So he 
took me back into his inner sanctum, which is the back part of the shop where they make those great 
guitars.  And wanted to know if I might like to join a band playing Irish music. 
 
KN: And you hadn’t played Irish music before then? 
 
LD: And I said, “How does Irish music go?”   
 
KN: Oh! You didn’t even know what it really sounded like? 
 
LD: No. No, no, no.  Not traditional Irish music.  When Irish Eyes Are Smiling, you know, that sort of… 
 
KN: Is that what you were thinking when he said that? Like, the American tunes? 
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LD: I didn’t really know.  Um, at the time.  But uh, I said, well I’m 38 years old, and that’s kind of old 
to be starting out, trying to play music in public.   
 
KN: But you’d been playing at church? 
 
LD: Yeah, well, only for a couple years.  And I’ve been playing there, I’m coming on my 30th year of 
playing music at church. 
 
KN: And it was, you were playing guitar there? 
 
LD: [nods yes] Played guitar. And played flute too.  But, he was interested because I play flute too.  I 
played the metal flute.  But I said, “Yeah, sure.  I’ll try it.” And he said, “You’re gonna have to learn to 
play the tin whistle.”  I said, “What’s that.”  So it went from there.  But, we’ve been together since 1980.  
Tom and I are the two original members and the rest, uh… We’ve gained and lost new members along 
the way.  
 
KN: And you still play? Your group still plays? 
 
LD: Oh absolutely.  Yeah. 
 
KN: When can I hear you play? 
 
LD: Um, we’ve played the Dublin Festival for…  ever since it began, like 20 or 21 years ago. 
 
KN: Will you be there this year? 
 
LD: Yes, we will be. 
 
KN: I’ll check it out. 
 
LD: We have two fiddles, and a guitar.  Tom plays the banjo.  Of course I’m on the flute.  And we have 
a singer who was born in Ireland, and he’s the real deal. [both laugh] The name’s James O’Shea, he’s 
from County Kilkenny. 
 
KN: Now, what difference does that make? I mean, obviously he’s singing, so he probably has an accent 
to make it sound right,  
 
LD: Yeah.  Oh, yeah. 
 
KN: but beyond that, does it really make a difference? 
 
LD: Well in Ireland, the families are split.  They’re usually doing something in music.  Some families, 
or a lot of families, will have people who play instruments; violins or flutes or whatever.  And other 
families are strictly singing families. That’s all they do is sing, and that’s the kind of family he came 
from.  And the reason I say “real deal” is that he… the phrasing and the way he sings, an American just 
can’t do it.  Just, you know, it’s like Americans trying to Irish step dance.  They approach being very 
good. They have some very good step dancers along the way.  But, generally speaking, people who 
grow up with it in Ireland really do it the way it should be done.   And that’s the way he is.  But, we 
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were in the recording studio for the last two months or more, trying to get our album set and produced, 
so that we can have it in time for the Dublin Irish Festival.  And it will be our fourth album. 
 
KN: Wow. Yeah, well I’ll have to check that out when I go to the… I’m going to write a little note, 
General Guinness at Dublin Irish Festival.  
 
LD: If you look, we have a website.  You can look up generalguinness.com and it will give you the 
times and so on.  You can also go to the Dublin Festival website… 
 
KN: And get the… I need to print out like the whole schedule and start highlighting things. 
 
LD: Oh yeah, I do that every year too. 
 
KN: Yeah, especially this year.  So… you joined this band and had no idea about Irish music, not really, 
but you said ok. 
 
LD: Yeah, had to learn about five songs a week, on average.  By learning I mean memorizing. 
 
KN: Did you learn them by like, looking it up, or did you have a book, or did you just learn it rote? 
 
LD: Well, both.  We always tried to – and it’s best whether you’re playing music or whether you’re 
singing it, uh Irish music – is to listen to people who do it, uh, on an album.  And we did that.  But you 
mentioned a while ago that the accent and so on… a lot of the Irish singers, even if they didn’t have an 
accent, you might have a hard time understanding the words.  So we picked the words off of the song, 
on the album, and then play it, and sing it.  So we pretty much, basically learned the traditional way.   
 
KN: By ear, yeah. 
 
LD: Uh-huh.   
 
KN: Listen to it over and over again until you get it. 
 
LD: But I was… I’ve been playing music pretty much my whole life, and I’m used to reading music and 
all that.  I prefer to do both.  I like to look at the notes and see what’s there, and listen to the recording 
and try and pick it apart there.  There’s a group called, Boys of the Lough, which is a wonderful Irish… 
They’re probably one of the best Irish groups to come of Ireland. They’re extremely tight.  Through the 
years they always have been. And they would play ornament for ornament, note for note, exactly.  
They’re just so tight.  Most bands just aren’t that tight.  You know, they’ll go off and do their own thing.  
But um, they were a large influence on us, as well as Tommy Makem, Makem and Clancy at that time.  
Tommy Makem, Liam Clancy.   
 
KN: When did you learn to play… well guitar, and you said flute? When did you learn, originally, 
before Irish? 
 
LD: I’ve played a lot of instruments in my life, 
 
KN: You’re one of those people who can just pick them up, aren’t you? 
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LD: No, I don’t think so. Not really, no.  I have to work pretty hard at it.  Um, I played in the High 
School band.  I played brass instruments. I played trumpet and French horn in the orchestra.  And once I 
got out of High School I tried to keep up the trumpet.  There’s a fellow by the name of Al Hurt, who was 
a great trumpeter in that era, and I would tried to play along to the records with him.  And it just got old. 
And, uh, I decided I would learn the guitar, and well, bought a guitar.  And decided I wanted to play 
finger style, which… use my fingers when I play it.  And I got to a point where I just… It’s a hill you 
just can’t get over, without taking some kind of a lesson.  So I took classical guitar lessons for a time 
and learned that way.  And in the interim there I bought an organ, keyboard, and played keyboard until 
probably, uh, mid-80s.  But it was 1980 that I was… I was in the folk group at church, we called a folk 
group a guitar group.  That uh, we really needed somebody to play flute, because it was me and another 
guy playing guitar, and three or four of us singing.  And so the next Christmas I found that Santa Claus 
had put a flute under the tree, and it was a beginners flute, but it was a flute.  So I just kind of learned 
the flute by myself.  And it was that point in time that Tom heard me.  And then around 1990 Tom 
pestered me, almost unto the point that I wanted to punch his nose, to get an Irish flute.  Because Irish 
flute was the real deal. 
 
KN: Get a wooden one without all those keys. 
 
LD: Right.  Metal flute, you know, that’s for concert players. So I went through a couple of flutes.  And 
you have to be careful when you by a flute that they play in tune, because a lot of them don’t.  I went 
through a couple of flutes and I finally said, “That’s it Tom.  I can’t do it.” He kept pestering me, and 
finally I did. Put the metal flute down.  I play the metal flute in church, and that’s about it. 
 
KN: So I guess music’s kind of always been there for you, as a sort of hobby or… entertainment, I 
guess. 
 
LD: It has, yeah.  Yep. 
 
KN: And you just kind of fell into it.  Now, you still do the church group.  Do you do other groups 
outside of Irish music, or is it just mostly that now? 
 
LD: No, it’s just that now.  And what we do with the band is plenty enough to keep a person busy, 
although we don’t really play… we certainly don’t play around town as much as we’d like to, or as 
much as we did maybe a couple of decades ago, unfortunately.  So, we don’t really have a big name 
around Columbus.  The only reason we have any kind of name, probably is because we’ve been around 
for so long.  People know what General Guinness… 
 
KN: Someone was telling me you were the first [Irish] band in the area. 
 
LD: We were not.  We were the second.  And we were like, Coke and Pepsi.  The first band that started, 
2 or 3 years before us, was called the Irish Brigade.  And they had stringed instruments.  They didn’t 
have fiddle, they didn’t have the traditional instruments, but they had mandolin, banjo and guitar.  They 
were mostly a singing group.  If you’ve heard The Hooligans, or heard of them… 
 
KN: I haven’t heard them, but I’ve heard of them. 
 
LD: They were similar to what The Hooligans are today, except that they had a fellow by the name of 
Dave Murphy who was their lead guy, and he could have made a living as a standup comic.  He was 



 89 

 
 

 

really, really good. And you could ask anybody that you meet in the Irish community here, mention 
Dave Murphy, and I guarantee you they’ll know him.  And he’s been dead for… he passed away, uh, 15 
years ago, I don’t know, a long time. 
 
KN: He must have been quite the entertainer. 
 
LD: Oh, he was! And he was the  band.  And when he passed away, the band just disbanded.  Because 
he was the band.  
 
KN: When it was just the two of you, did you have like… On St. Patrick’s Day were they trying to get 
one or the other? 
 
LD: Yeah.  We were the upstart band.  I remember Dave and another fellow in their band, we looked out 
in the audience, and there they’d be sitting.  I think they were just there to check us out, to see what the 
competition’s like, you know.  And at the same time, we were good friends with them. 
 
KN: Did you play together at all? 
 
LD: No, not really. If we ever did, it might be in an impromptu session or something like that. 
[We are interruption by a friend of Larry’s, a man who is a member of both the Shamrock Club and the 
AOH.] 
 
LD: [Talking about the Patrick Pearse division of the AOH and how they have their meetings at 
Germania, a German club]…The big connection is, the Irish and the Germans love their drink.   
 
Anon.: Yes they do.  And the Germans love to rent a hall. 
 
LD: [Tells his friend that Kristen is new to the Irish music scene, is a good fiddle player, and is studying 
irish music.] 
 
Anon.: Good, you’re a fiddle player! Good for you! [To Larry] Tell her how much they would love her 
in Ireland?  God, you could… You know what? You take your fiddle, and I don’t care if you’re a young 
girl, young fella, or old person, I don’t care.  You walk in there with your fiddle in a bar, any bar, any 
bar in the whole of Ireland, outside of a real classy hotel place – I’m just talking about a regular pub, 
where the real Irish gather – and you walk in there with your case, and you say to them, “Do you have 
music here tonight?” and if they say no, you say, “Would you like some free?” 
 
LD: Oh, they’ll ask ya, “Oh, you got your case there? Well, sit down there and play some tunes.” 
 
Anon.: Yeah, you can sit down at a table and order a pint, if there’s a waiter or waitress – but usually 
there’s not, you just go up to the bar and get it – and say “Uh, I’ll have a pint of whatever you’re 
drinking.” And you say, “Is, is there… Is it ok if I sit over there in the corner with my case?”  And 
they’ll say, “Oh! Ya play do ya?” “Yes.” “Do ya mind uh… do ya mind playing us something?”  
Usually they’ll ask ya. 
 
KN: And they won’t mind that I’m an American? 
 
Anon.: Oh, they don’t care.  They love the music. 
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LD: And if there’s a session, 2 or 3 back there in a corner playing, you walk in with your instrument.  
Uh… if you don’t sit down with them, they’ll see that you’re there, and they’ll invite you over… 
 
Anon.: Yeah, they’ll say, “Come on [gesturing me over], come on.” 
 
LD: …and introduce themselves, and ask you to play. 
 
KN: And they don’t mind that I’ve never played with Irish people? 
 
LD: No, they won’t even….  
 
Anon.: No, no.  They have a certain, what do you call it, protocol, I guess. 
 
LD: Etiquette, yeah. 
 
Anon.: etiquette about it.  Like he wouldn’t just walk in with his fiddle and walk up and sit down with 
them. 
 
LD: Oh gosh no. 
 
Anon.: He’d just walk in with his fiddle and sit there and watch them.  And they… They got eyes, and 
they’ll pick you out.  And you’re sitting there with your fiddle, or your fiddle case… You know, like he 
said, they’ll say… And then they’ll stop for a minute, like they’re taking a break, and they’ll say, “Do 
you, do you play that thing?” [laughs] 
 
LD: Yeah, they’ll ask you to play a tune, whatever’s familiar to you.  And then… But uh, we use uh… 
There are several books written on Irish session etiquette, just for session etiquette, and we have always 
tried to adhere to that.  There are probably many that don’t know what the etiquette is.  Tom and I have 
scratched our heads and said, well, maybe we should write out just some of the basic things, and put a 
paper on the table there so everybody can read it because, session etiquette is really, really strict in 
Ireland, and especially here too, because we try to do it the proper way.  And there are certain no-no’s 
and certain things that you shouldn’t do.  So, it uh… 
 
Anon.: And it’s a good idea.  And I know he wouldn’t lead you astray on this because he’s been on the 
scene for many years.  Although, I remember him when he was a kid... 
 
LD: I had brown hair at one time! About your color. 
 
Anon.: But you would uh… I’ll tell you, young folks going to Ireland.  If I was your age I’d go there 
and spend about 5 or 6 years, maybe 10.  I’d maybe never come back. I would go over there now and do 
that.  I’m a citizen over there, by the way.  I’m a dual-.  But I can’t, the way the prices are. 
 
KN: You’re a citizen there, but you live here? 
 
Anon.: Well, I’m a citizen there and here. 
 
KN: And there. How do you work that one out? 
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LD: The government opened up that opportunity. 
 
Anon.: If your parent or grandparent was born there, you can become a citizen.  And I’ve got my 
grandfather’s birth certificate.  It was funny when I got it.  I got it with the intention of becoming a 
citizen, because I knew about the law.  And I was with my two aunts, his daughters, and we had seen the 
actual spot where he was born.  There was no house there anymore. It was like, you take that little tent 
there down, and it was gone.  That’s about, maybe how big it was.  Like, you know, maybe a little 
bigger.  They had the cows in the… They took the cows inside at night. It was multipurpose reason, they 
took them in there to keep themselves warm, as well as… And you could always tell when it was that 
kind of house, when there was a ditch, on one end of the building.  You would see this ditch, about that 
deep, across the dirt floor, and that was for the urine.  You know, so, I mean… 
 
LD: One of the greatest legends of Irish music, Mike O’Russell.  He was old. He was hit by a car and 
died a few years ago.  But at the time he was in his 70s, when we were over there.  And we were looking 
for him, because he was my mentor.  I mean, you can’t pick up an Irish history book, or any book 
written for Ireland that his name and picture doesn’t pop up.  He played the tin whistle, and he had 
written a lot of tunes.  And I really, dearly, wanted to meet him when we went over there.  And he was 
just outside the town of Doolin, on the West coast.  And we were going down this road and, this old rat-
a-tat sign out there that whistles were for sale and such, and I saw that name, Mike O’Russell.  So we 
stopped, we walked up to the door.  It was just a little, little tiny hut, typical of what he was describing 
as an Irish place, and knocked on the door.  His brother answered the door, and I asked, “Is Mike O’ 
around?” He said, “Oh yeah.  Come on in, he’s in the back room back there.” We came in and there’s 
sock strung up on a wire in the kitchen.  And it was one of those old iron stoves where they kept the fire 
underneath.  .  But he was there, a grand old man, and I sat down across the table from him and we 
played a few tunes.  This guy’s a legend!  We played a few tunes together and he said, “Why don’t you 
guys join me tonight at O’Conner’s Pub?” They’ve got a couple of pubs in this little town, just a little 
tiny strip.  And O’Conner’s is well known too.  
 
KN: Now, what town is that? 
 
LD: Doolin. That’s the one I was describing earlier.  But he said, “I’ll be playing there tonight.  And we 
walked in and it was wall-to-… you had to muscle our way through this huge crowd in there, and 
they’re all tourists.   
 
Anon.: And they’re standing.  Most of them are standing because you couldn’t get a seat.  
 
LD: No, there were no seats.  And we made our way through the crowd.  And there in the back at a 
table, there he sat.  And he’s playing the tin whistle and stuff.  And those people, in my opinion, actually 
took advantage of the poor man, because they didn’t pay him.  If anything they just paid him a stipend.  
And he had a bad leg, and he could walk from the top of the hill – and he did, every night – down there 
to O’Conner’s Pub.  And he played.  And he brought them loads of business, but they didn’t pay him as 
they should have.  But anyway, I sat down and played a few tunes there with him, at a table, and then we 
took off.  He was going to take us to a session, somewhere, but he got lost...  
 
[LD and Anon. continue sharing stories about their visits to Ireland.] 
 
KN: Sounds like you guys have been to Ireland a lot. 
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LD: They have, some of them have.  Some in our band have.  Several times, about every other year as a 
matter of fact, some of them. … 
 
KN: So do you stick just to purely Irish music for your band, or do you branch out? 
 
LD: No, our band is strictly traditional Irish.  I would say at one time, back in the mid-80s, we had this 
gig that these people… It was a dance.  It wasn’t an Irish dance, it was just a regular dance.  And they 
wanted to hire us, and they wanted to know, “Do you guys play dance music?” And we wanted a gig, so 
we say, “Oh yeah! Sure we do.” And I played keyboard at that time… And my son-in-law was a great 
DJ.  He would put songs together, on a tape, at that time, and they would all have the same beat and one 
would lead into another, to keep people up on the dance floor.  And that’s the object of it.  So he made 
me a tape, for a break tape.  So we got this gig and we’re playing these, uh, oldies songs… Ricky 
Nelson type songs (if you’ve ever heard of him).  But I’m beating on the keyboard and stuff.  People 
were up there dancing, but it came time for a break.  We put his break-tape on there.  Boy, they swarmed 
the dance floor.  When it came time for the break to be over, and we came back, people wanted to hear 
the tape.  They wanted to hear more of that music.  So it was kind of embarrassing for us.  And 
consequently they never rehired us again.  But that was our only excursing into something other than 
traditional music.  We learned our lesson.   
 
KN: So the other members of the group, throughout the years who have been with you, were they 
equally unused to the Irish music, like you? Had they not heard it before, or… 
 
LD: No, generally everybody that we have had, other than one guy who was really good (played with 
three bluegrass bands).  Generally we’ve had really good musicians.  Two that just left us, a harp player 
and a fiddle player, Ted and Debbie… Ted is one of the best fiddle players in a several-state area 
probably.  I mean, he’s extremely good.  But, he’s in the style.  If you’re around long enough, you’ll 
hear his name.   
 
KN: So, would you say like, whether you know the style really well to begin with isn’t as important as 
being a good enough musician that you can pick it up and learn it? 
 
LD: Yes.  We’ve had fiddle players… Linda played fiddle with us for a while.  And she was classical, 
very classical, and very good classically.  And she would say, “Oh, it bothers my fingers.”  She never 
really wanted to learn the style.  But you know you play to people, to audiences, they don’t seem to 
really understand. Ted Jordan can play the style just great! But people don’t appreciate him as much as 
they do maybe somebody else who doesn’t play the style, and just plays.  So people don’t hear that.  If 
you’re truly in it… We’re the only ones that really know. … Well you know what?...  There’s a band 
around town who are all originally classically trained people, and that’s Knot Fibbin’.  And Beth, who’s 
their flute player, when I was learning flute…  She was classical flute, and I was taking classical flute 
lessons from her, back in the early 80s.  And then they decided they were going to go to their Irish roots, 
and she wanted me to teach her the Irish.  So I kind of went around.  
 
KN: So, she was already a musician, but she was Irish and she wanted to learn about that part. 
 
LD: Oh yeah, all of them are great classical musicians.  Classical musicians, I think when they come 
into it they think, that can’t be all that tough.  You know? But if they try to play the style and such, they 
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find out that, “Wow! This is a little harder than I thought it was going to be.” And that’s usually what 
happens.   
 
[A member of the Shamrock Club who was also outside came up to us and asked if either Larry or I 
sing.  He gives his guitar to Larry to play and they trade songs including: “Fields of Athenrye,” “Four 
Green Fields,” and “Gentle Annie.”] 
 
KN: I have one last question for you.  You’re Irish – at least, a good chunk of it on your Dad’s side – but 
you never really heard the music and you never really played it, until someone else invited you in.  So 
did you do anything Irish before that? Or, was it a part of your life really? 
 
LD: No. Actually, when Tom invited me back to the inner sanctum and asked me if I’d like to play in a 
band, in public, I hesitated.  But I had never actually played any music in public at that time, other than 
playing in church for a couple years.  And not to say that that isn’t intimidating, because you have an 
audience there that could hear a pin drop in there.  And I remember when I first got my guitar, and my 
hands going this way [demonstrates], and you can’t exactly play finger style when your hand’s going 
this way [demonstrates].  But no, I hadn’t had any real Irish music yet.   
 
KN: What about… Did you family like, celebrate St. Patrick’s Day, or… 
 
LD: No, no. 
 
KN: It was never really something you thought about? 
 
LD: It was all totally alien to me at that time. 
 
KN: What about after you got into the music? 
 
LD: I embraced it 100%.  To the extent that I, umm… I really couldn’t tell you anything about 80s 
music in the mainstream.  That was my thing.  You pretty much had to immerse yourself if you were 
going to perform it in public and do a good job. 
 
KN: To the point that you’ve even been to Ireland now I guess… play with the musicians.   
 
LD: Oh yeah, yeah.  Well one time, in 1990, there was an Irish step dancing group around town.  Ann 
Richens’s Academy of Dance.  She’s the big one.  In 1990 she worked up a tour of the Soviet Union. 
And our band accompanied the dancers.  There were 40 dancers, they were young dancers.  We traveled 
around.  We went to [he lists some towns].  And we ended up in Moscow… 
 
KN: So, traveling with Irish music… and you go to the Soviet Union! 
 
LD: Oh, they loved us. Those people over there are just wonderful.  As probably all Europeans are.  
They accepted us.  We were gods when we walked in.  And they run on 240 volts.  I blew up my radio.  

 
 

INTERVIEW – SHANNON TREYNOR – JUNE 30, 2008 
 



 94 

 
 

 

KN: You just started playing Irish music, so you’re a rather interesting person to talk to.  [Shannon 
laughs] Because everyone else I’ve been talking to has been playing for quite a while. So this is actually 
kind of nice because a lot of what I’m trying to figure out is why people got interested in the first place, 
how they got started.  
 
ST: Um, as far as the violin is concerned, fiddle I should say… A couple things you should know about 
me as a point of reference is that I’ve always studied music.  I was a piano performance major in 
college, so I have… 
 
KN: Where at? 
 
ST: Miami University. 
 
KN: Oh!  
 
ST: I have a degree in music.  I have a Bachelor’s that’s a Performance degree from the College of 
Music.  Then I have Bachelor of Arts degree with a music focus.  That one was more General 
Education.  I’ve always been involved in every band, and every choir, and every group… since forever. 
The fact that I’m new joining Irish sessions does not mean that it’s new, as in a new love, for me. I have 
a Dad who has over the years been a member of the Shamrock Club and the Ancient Order of the 
Hibernians and I’ve always been surrounded… My maiden name is Sullivan.  So we always had the 
Irish culture thing, and big parties on St. Patrick’s Day, that sort of thing.  And every year come St. 
Patrick’s Day my mother would pull out the old LP albums and play the Dubliners and the Chieftains 
and all these old Irish um… just traditional, a lot of traditional, a lot of the military music from the Irish 
history. And I just always loved when St. Patrick’s Day came around because I would get to listen to all 
of her albums again.   
 
KN: Now, did that include some of the less traditional things? Like, American-Irish music, did that get 
thrown into the mix, like When Irish Eyes Are Smiling and all of that? 
 
ST: Oh no! No, no, no, no. These were, uh… 
 
KN: Your mother knew what she was doing then. 
 
ST: She had songbooks with all that kind of trite stuff in it, but that was just for her own noodling 
around on the piano. But as far as the music that was on the albums, that was all… It sounded like it was 
live recordings, or recorded in very raucous settings like, it sounded like a bunch of bars basically.  
Yeah, reels and jigs and lots of the military music with that kind of thing thrown in there.  You know, 
the whole political statements between the north and the south and their previous struggles with 
separation from Great Britain.  I mean all that is recorded in the Irish history and it’s very well 
documented in all of its music. So a lot of it comes out of there. But I grew up listening to all that stuff. 
And then as a way of… My Dad, when he was a member of the AOH, quite by, um… I don’t know if he 
knew or… This is way, he probably didn’t… The AOH used to have a meeting hall on the second floor 
of the parish center of St. Patrick’s Church downtown.  There was a bar up there.  And every second 
Friday, the session would meet at the Ancient Order of Hibernians, and I would go, just to go listen.  
 
KN: When you were younger you did? 
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ST: I was in Law School… I was in college. I can’t remember.  It was in the early to mid-90s that I 
would go.  My whole family would go and meet up at Tara Hall at St. Patrick’s Church.   
 
KN: The people playing there, were they all members of the AOH? 
 
ST: No. If anything they might have been just social… They did like the Shamrock Club did, they made 
you buy a social membership after a while because they didn’t want to violate their liquor license.  No, 
they were just invited there by somebody from the AOH to come in and play. 
 
KN: Now do they still do that? 
 
ST: Uh, the AOH got kicked out when St. Pat’s got a new pastor.  I don’t remember the old one, but 
they got a new one who wasn’t as friendly to a bar being run out of his parish. [both laugh] Yeah. So 
there’s a lot of politics going on there.  They pooled all their accumulative funds to open a new Tara 
Hall, and they kind of got taken by a guy that owned the property down on… behind that meatpackers 
outlet on Main Street.  Basically what happened is they fixed up this place… [talks about losing the 
property] And the Irish session group had followed the AOH there, but then when the AOH lost its 
place, they kind of split off into two.  One of which is the Shamrock Group faction, and then there was 
another private faction at some guy’s house.  I was talking to some guy who was filling me in on all the 
details. 
 
KN: Cause I wondered… [talks about not being able to find information about the AOH online] 
 
ST: And there was a little falling out between the session members too. I mean, that’s like… And I don’t 
know how much of that is playing out now in the way it’s split up between the Shamrock Club, this 
place, and McFadden’s.  If that’s a carry-over from that initial separation, or what happened. I’m not up 
on the politics on that one. At any rate… So, I’ve been listening to Irish session music since we found it 
in Columbus. And that was way back, at least 1995, maybe 1994, that I recall. 
 
KN: So you didn’t really go looking for Irish music so much as it’s always just kind of been there 
already. 
 
ST: Well, you can kind of date it depending on where you’re hanging out what kind of music is going to 
be there.  But anymore, Irish culture has become very popular.  My parents had their dog at the very first 
Dublin Irish Festival, and it was seriously two tents and a picnic table. 
 
KN: Really?! 
 
ST: It was tiny! It was almost an embarrassment it was so tiny. And yet look what it’s become now.  It’s 
just this… It’s bigger that itself. 
 
KN: Well is it because more people are interested in Irish roots, or is it because enough people don’t 
care whether they’re Irish or not, they just show up? 
 
ST: Probably a mixture of both, I would think.  I know that the first authentic, quote-unquote 
“authentic” Irish pub or restaurant in the Columbus, Ohio area was the Brazenhead up in old Dublin. 
And it seemed that more than 2 years after that opened, then all of a sudden you had all the chains that… 
the Claddaghs 'opened and Brian Boru’s opened, and then the Claddagh, and all those other places.  And 
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all of a sudden it’s hip to be traditional Irish and go as authentic as you can.  And the music just kind of 
followed with that. 
 
KN: So, what all music – you say you kind of did it all, whatever came your way – what all do you 
participate in now musically? 
 
ST: Uh musically? Well, I don’t participate in anything in piano, but I have a piano, I still play piano.  
That’s my release.  You know, I just go pulling through whatever book happens to be out.  I sing with 
St. Joseph’s Cathedral Choir.  And they’re off during the summertime, so I’m in it, I’m just not in it 
right now.  I actually belong to a German singing group, but I’ve been involved with that for 10 or 12 
years and I’m going to take a break from that right now, because I’m kind of burned out on the German 
thing, and I’m going to swap this out for the German thing. So I’m only involved in really 2 music 
things ever at one time, because it’s too much. Well, between job and husband and family and kids and 
baseball and t-ball and swim lessons and all that [laughs].  You have to learn to say no. 
 
KN: Tell me more about this German group. I’m curious how you got involved with that. 
 
ST: Uh that started from the Choir conductor and organist at my old church. That’s always been… 
Actually, I think the AOH actually meets at Germania.  That’s right down on South Front Street, 
downtown. 
 
KN: I think I’ve heard that. Sharing facilities. 
 
ST: They’re sharing facilities.  Well, there’s a very strong German heritage in Ohio as well. And the 
Germans would ban together and form these German social networks. They were called Musical Singing 
Societies.  And they would get clubhouses and get together and just sing all their old German traditional 
songs and do dances and drink beer and what have you.  And the remnants of that.  I mean, it’s kind of 
been, for many years, a dying tradition because all of the people that were very much interested in 
preserving their German heritage are all in their 70s and 80s.   
 
KN: Whereas with Irish music there’s a lot of young people involved. 
 
ST: Right, right. So the German Singing Societies are dying.  Well, there are two in Columbus. There’s 
the Mannichor, which is on South High Street, and Germania, which is on South Front Street. Both of 
which had very active social memberships at one point in time.  Well at any rate, my choir director was 
involved in one or both of those over the years and got very frustrated with the quality of the music that 
they were producing so, screw you, I’m going to go start my own German Singing Society. And I got 
roped into that because I was in his church choir. So, I was never really all that gun-ho about doing the 
whole German thing as much as I was more interested in the singing. Because I wanted to have a 
challenging outlet for that.  And that was, we’re talking a couple years ago.  The Cathedral is actually 
doing a great job of challenging my psyche.  And I guess the music they do at the Cathedral is quite 
difficult and there’s a very large volume of it. 
 
KN: That’s interesting that you kind of got… So, the German thing was more because you just wanted 
to sing. The Irish thing was something you kind of always wanted to do. 
 
ST: Always. Right, right. Ok, I have to follow that up with a little bit too. When I was a little girl my 
parents lived in Germany. And I have memories of the beer houses, and the pretzels out to here, and the 
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big… with the big long tables where you link elbows with your neighbor. I have vivid memories of that, 
especially around Oktoberfest.  And my mother also had a whole bunch of Oktoberfest albums.  So it’s 
not completely removed from that equation either.  
 
KN: Ok, so there were some cultural interest/memories with the German thing I suppose. 
 
ST: Yeah, yeah. Especially when it came to the music around Christmastime, because German 
Christmas music, especially the choral… just, just gorgeous.  Just gorgeous. And there’s a ton of it. And 
that’s still my first love in any kind of Christmas music, is still the German.  
 
KN: Not quite so many Irish Christmas songs. 
 
ST: There aren’t, there aren’t. Which is really… I don’t know, for such a Catholic nation you’d think 
they would have written a couple tunes for the Christmas season. But… I’ve seen a couple Christmas 
reels in the Red Book,  
 
KN: Christmas Eve 
 
ST: but they don’t really evoke that whole… It just doesn’t go, “Ah, Christmas!” when you hear it. I 
don’t know. 
 
KN: So why fiddle then? 
 
ST: That! Twofold. I always wanted to play a stringed instrument when I was growing up, always 
wanted to play something with strings that wasn’t a piano. 
 
KN: Why? Just… You don’t know why? 
 
ST: I don’t know why. Just always thought they were beautiful and pretty… I don’t think I ever asked 
my parents if I could play violin, but I always admired those kids that were in orchestra.  I never liked 
the sound of the orchestra because it was really horrid. 
 
KN: Right. Well, you know, fourth graders. 
 
ST: Fourth graders, and a bunch of out of tune strings… a little hard on the ears.  So I never really 
missed the orchestra part of it as much as I really wanted the violin part of it. 
 
KN: Now, are your parents musical? Do they play instruments or sing? I mean, they listen to the 
records, but… 
 
ST: No… Yeah, that’s my mom.  And she would always have a piano around, but… And she was 
always in church choir.  Her desire was better than her ability. 
 
KN: I can say the same thing about my Dad. So, violin twofold, because you always wanted to play it… 
 
ST: Oh, and number two… We had one.  I always thought it was a child’s violin, because I didn’t know 
anything about them.  We had one, an old violin in our basement that had been my husband’s first 
wife’s.  And it was missing strings, and as far as I knew it was… you know, just junk.  And yanked it 
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out and popped some strings in it, and tuned it up, and it turns out it’s not so bad. Actually, that’s not 
quite true, one of the strings is… I actually had a violinist look at it and I’m like, “Is it just me? Can I... 
Tell me if I’m playing a piece of crap here.” And um, she actually found there’s a problem with it.  The 
tuning on the E string isn’t right.  
 
KN: It’s not… 
 
ST: Yeah, it’s not um… It’s not the same distance from the A to the B, you have to really stretch it to 
get it in tune. 
 
KN: That’s really weird.  
 
ST: Yeah, and it’s fine on the other notes in first position, but as soon as you get to the B it plays flat.  
 
KN: That’s weird. 
 
ST: And I’m like, “Well I just always assumed you always had to adjust where your fingers are.” She’s 
like, “No, no-no-no-no.” My Bs are out of tune because I need to take it and have it actually looked at 
by someone [continues about this] 
 
KN: So it seems like you almost have a leg up on a lot of this because, well you’re a musician, I mean, 
you’re learning a new instrument but you’re already a musician.  You know what you’re doing, you can 
read music, you know a lot of the tunes just from listening to them all these years. 
 
ST: Well, yeah.  On the other hand though, [laughs] all those tunes like, they sound a lot alike.  
 
KN: That’s true, and the names don’t much help. 
 
ST: No. 
 
KN: Do you listen to, I mean beyond those records growing up, do you listen to Irish music now a lot? 
 
ST: Um, when I listen to music I love everything the Chieftains have put out.  They’re so good at 
pulling in all these other musicians that are, um… 
 
KN: Yeah, it’s pretty cool that they do that. 
 
ST: Um-hmm. Like, one of my favorite albums is actually, believe it or not, a Chieftains Christmas 
album called The Bells of Dublin.  And it does a really great job of mixing in Irish sounding reels and 
hornpipes into pieces that are appropriate for the Christmas season.  They do pull from other ___ tunes 
and other artists on there. 
 
KN: So you stick to very traditional music for the most part then? 
 
ST: Yeah. 
 
KN: What you listen to, what you like to play… 
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ST: Yeah. I don’t do that… Irish rock. 
 
KN: Now, what do you think when you go to the Dublin Irish festival, which is now more than two 
tents, and you… 
 
ST: Well, you can choose what you want to listen to there. 
 
KN: Yeah. Last year I went, and at the end of the day everyone flocked to the Flogging Molly scene, 
and I’m like, “Ok, I’ll go.” I didn’t last very long… So, what do you think about that kind of stuff? 
 
ST: I… I’m just a traditionalist.  I like music that’s not amplified to a high degree. 
 
KN: In all aspects, not just Irish music? 
 
ST: Not just Irish music, in all aspects.  I’m always like, “Turn it down, turn it down!” [laughs] That’s 
not to say I don’t like a couple tunes or bands or whatever, that are more popular but, by and large, my 
favorite artists are folk, folk tradition, traditional music. 
 
KN: So, now that you have kids, do you have the Irish albums out so that they can hear them on St. 
Patrick’s Day? 
 
ST: I work so much that my husband is really the one that’s influencing them. So, they’ve been getting a 
lot of Weird Al Yankovic, and Animaniacs, do you know who The Animaniacs are?  
 
KN: No. 
 
ST: It’s an old cartoon from the mid-90s, early-90s. 
 
KN: Oh, wait. With the little… 
 
ST: They look like mice kind of… Yacko, Wacko, and Dot. Well, at any rate, my husband can sing the 
Nations of the World song.  
 
KN: You know, some of that has value, because I would know a lot more about the rest of the world if I 
could list them all. 
 
ST: Yeah, it’s pretty funny.  So anyway, my kids are growing up with… There’s one about Magellen, 
and the 50 states and their capitals [continues talking about animaniacs]… But on the other hand, you 
saw me, I had both my kids at the McFadden’s session a couple weeks ago.  My kids program in the 
morning, I forget what it’s called, but it’s two brothers.  And they have a remote control that has an Irish 
dance button on the remote control, and you just point the remote control at any person and hit the Irish 
dance button, and they have to do an Irish dance. Which is where they both learned their Irish dancing 
skills [laughs] on this little tv show for kids. Yeah, so they get their exposure through me and what I 
drag them to. 
 
KN: It’s really nice to talk to you. You have this, I grew up in an Irish family and it’s always been a big 
part of my life, because most people… I mean, I’ll see that once in a while.  I mean there’s a good 
handful of people who are either Irish or partly Irish, or once they’re interested in Irish music they find 
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out that they have a great-grandmother who was.  But not too many people who actually really did a lot 
with it like, grew up that way and had that experience. A lot of people I’ve talked to have gotten 
interested in it later in life, or at college, or as they’ve been exposed to it, and decided to do something 
with it. 
 
ST: No.  Mine started the other way.  And, the fact that I can use a violin as a, or the fiddle rather, as a 
way of getting my foot into it and actually doing it, not very well mind you, but I put in a good effort. 
 
KN: Do you want to play in other sessions too? 
 
ST: Oh! I have every intention of it. Are you kidding?! Oh yeah! I’m gonna play at the McFadden’s 
session one of these days. 
 
KN: Oh gosh! I have trouble with that one.  I don’t know the tunes they play! And they play mostly 
reels, very fast. And a lot of them are just random ones I’ve never even heard before.  And I usually take 
my recorder and say, ok, I’m going to learn at least one of these before next time. 
 
ST: Well, I’m coming at a double disadvantage because the instrument is a new one for me. So when 
you told me to watch people’s fingers I’m like, that doesn’t necessarily… I don’t have the, I can see that 
and know what that is, automatically going into my brain function yet. Not yet. 
 
KN: Well same with me and whistle.  When I’m learning all these tunes I don’t know yet… You know I 
can figure them out if I’m playing fiddle pretty easily because I just know what the notes sound like, and 
I know it’s going up now, it’s going down now. But on whistle, I’m still thinking put more fingers down 
to go higher, and that doesn’t work. [laughs] 
 
ST: No, no. 
 
KN: So I can tell how you feel…  
 
ST: So what is this paper for? 
 
KN: [I talk about my research.  I mention how I first got interested in Irish music during high school 
thanks to Gaelic Storm and Eddie Cotter.]… 
 
ST: There’s a strong link between American bluegrass and Irish-American music, huge link.  Like, some 
of these tunes are… The funniest think for me is, I don’t like bluegrass music.  By all… you know, if 
you take out all the building blocks, I like traditional instrumentation, I like not over-amplification, I 
like all the instruments that they use, um, they’re practically the same. 
 
KN: Must just be the style, you’re so used to hearing the one. 
 
ST: I don’t know. Something about twang. [laughs] 
 
KN: Well, when play Whiskey Before Breakfast, I learned that as a bluegrass piece, and it’s got like big 
old honking slides in there and stuff.  And I just refuse to learn it the Irish way because I want to keep 
that one bluegrass. And I’ll never be able to keep them straight if I learn them both. [I talk about 
bluegrass lessons in undergrad, Irish ensemble at FSU, back to talking about Irish music]…  And with 
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that experience for me… I’m not Irish.  If anything, I’m Hungarian. But there… And you know, I like 
all sorts of different world musics.  That’s why I’m in the degree I’m in. But there isn’t a Hungarian folk 
group anywhere that I can be in. 
 
ST: I hear though, I’ve got some friends who, they’re looking for a Swedish folk fiddler.  
 
KN: [laughs] I wouldn’t even know what that sounds like. 
 
ST: I don’t think it probably sounds all that different, but they need a fiddler for their Swedish folk 
dance troupe.  
 
KN: But it’s just one of those things, you know, if it was there I’d do it. I’d be interested in it. But it’s 
not.  And as much as my father is proud to be Hungarian, and I’m proud to be half-Hungarian.  There’s 
maybe like two foods we eat and… that’s it.  We’re just proud.  And we don’t do anything because there 
really isn’t.  We don’t speak the language, you know, once in a while I’ll go to church with my 
grandfather up in Youngstown, Ohio. And once they’ll sing a song in Hungarian.  And it’s all like, just 
old people, no young people at this church anymore, and half of them don’t know it anyway. 
 
ST: Right. 
 
KN: So, it’s just kind of like we still have that ethnicity, or whatever you want to call it, but no culture 
to go along with it. And the Irish thing is just so convenient for all the Irish people… they’re lucky! 
 
ST: Well the whole Irish thing I think, I don’t know, I think the tendency is to be more Irish than you 
are. 
 
KN: Yeah, if you’ve got any you’re in the camp.  This is what I find.  
 
ST: Yeah I think both of my… Well I had an O’Reilly family marry a Sullivan family on my Dad’s side. 
So that’s pretty much Irish-Irish. But then they mixed in some Brits.  My mother is the German and 
Swiss.  So if you just base it on my Great-Grandparents, I’m 3/8 Irish, 3/8 German, 1/8 English, and 1/8 
Swiss. And I married a 50% Polack. And I forget what his other half is, but his mother is pure Polish. 
And his dad, I can’t remember what his dad is. We’re just a big melting pot. You follow what you like. 
 
KN: And yet, to the observer who sees you come play, it’s like, “Oh! There’s that Irish girl.” You 
know? 
 
ST: Yup. 
 
KN: And like, no one would know. So, that’s kind of where I’m going with it. [I talk about my 
research]…  I’m kind of interested in the fact that here in America it doesn’t seem to matter too much 
whether you actually are Irish, or not, as long as you like it and go for it, and if you are, all the better. 
 
ST: Um-hmm. Yeah. I’m not sure what to really point to as far as the Irish culture really taking off in 
popularity, but it’s been recently. Most certainly Riverdance helped a ton, with both Irish traditional 
music and Irish dance.  
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KN: Well what’s real interesting is what you were saying about the German stuff. That they were really, 
really big when they had – probably from German communities, like you said there’s a large population 
– they celebrated it and had all their events.  And now it’s kind of dying out, probably for the same 
reason you and I were just saying, “well, I’m a little bit Irish or German or…” 
 
ST: Well, they… After the second world war there was a big interest in maintaining your heritage.  And 
that really missed the younger generation.  The children of the immigrants weren’t interested in being 
immigrants.  They were interested in being American. And you only got the ones that really had a desire 
to preserve, and those numbers have dwindled and dwindled and dwindled. There was a Swiss club right 
down on South Front Street, at the same place, for years.  Either the Mannichor was under huge 
financial problems, I don’t know if they actually solved them or not, but um… you see that.  There’s a 
big German club in Toledo.  And Toledo is just a dying town anyway.  But their German club is actually 
the German club, and the Swiss club, and the um Alpine club, and the ski club, and…  
 
KN: They joined together for strength in numbers. 
 
ST: They did. They banded and they just trade off whose night of the week it is. 
 
KN: And what’s funny though is – now, with the whole global world we live in – now I see people 
really pushing toward multicultural studies and issues and addressing it.  I mean, I have education 
degree, I’m going to be a teacher, and one of the national standards we have to cover is diversity, 
multiculturalism, different places around the world, that sort of thing. So there’s a big push for it, but it’s 
really hard to figure out how to actually participate in it, you know? You want to recognize that all your 
students are different and have different backgrounds, but you know they all eat hotdogs. So it’s kind of 
weird the way that works out.  But, the Irish one at least is easy. 
 
ST: Yeah. My son, in either his first grade or second grade class, did a Christmas calendar, or notebook 
of some kind.  [She talks about his Christmas around the world project.] 
 
KN: Well, thanks for the interview and all 
 
ST: Well let me know if you think of anything else. 
 
KN: I definitely will. 
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