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Tom Lenihan: An Appreciation 

WE all knew he was a good age, but people like Tom Lenihan of Knockbrack, Miltown Malbay, by their very nature, have a youthful exuberance which makes the people who know them obliv​ious to their accumulating years. If Tom had lived to be one hundred and fifty, his death would still come as a shock to those who knew him.

He was well known as a tradi​tional singer, but he was much more than that; he was a man of great humanity. No matter how many times you met him you always left his company feeling spiritually enriched. He was a good husband, an affectionate father and a loving grandfather. Tom was a genuine Christian who practised his faith without hypocracy or humbug. In the twenty years I knew him I have never heard him speak ill of a single individual. His simple but crystal clear perception of his faith was brought home one day when I found him in his garden thinning turnips. I asked why he had not gone with the

rest of the Miltown pensioners who had left to go on a 
pilgrimage that day. "What for?, he asked. "If I want to talk to God isn't He here with me in the field? Why 
go a hundred miles?. Tom was born on Christmas Eve, 1905 into the fifth genera​tion of Lenihans to dwell in a house which is now the last
 thatched cottage in the area. All the family played musical instru​ments with the exception of Tom, who more than made up for this with his ability to sing and dance. As a very small 
child he remembered wanting to join in the sets which were danced in the kitchen. Being so young, none of the girls would dance with him. Rather than be left out of the dancing, 
Tom used dance with the kitchen broom. He also picked up songs from a very early age and in so doing forged another link in the long chain of singing Lenihans in Knockbrack. Some of his songs he got from his father, John, who had learned them from his father. Patrick. There were even 
some songs which Tom could trace directly to his great grandfather, also named Patrick. This brings us back right to the early years of the last century.

Other sources for his songs included the mendicant ballad singer, Bully Nevin and Mrs. Haren of Clooneyogan, an aunt of Willie Clancy who was also a great friend of Tom's and an admirer of his singing.

His wife, Margaret, came from Kilmaley. They were far more than just another married couple, they were great friends. Life, Tom often recalled, was frequently tough on their small West Clare farm, but they always got by and they reared their three sons, Michael, Tom and John, to be hardworking men who always held them in great affection. Even the death of his beloved Margaret did not bow Tom's spirit and he also was a tower of strength when his son John died suddenly, aged only thirty-six, leaving six children and another on the way.

In August 1960, Seamus Ennis recorded some of Tom's songs at a session in Inagh and these recordings are still in the BBC Archives in London. Over the years Tom appeared on many radio programmes mainly pro​duced by Harry Bradshaw of 'The Long Note'. Tony MacMa​hon was responsible for most of Tom's appearances on televi​sion. My own work recording Tom began in January 1972 and continued until last month. Ori​ginally I recorded only songs from Tom whose performances were always perfect examples of West Clare traditional singing, a style which is sadly almost extinct today.

Should you wish to hear Tom at his best, you can hear him on a long-playing record which he made in 1978. Entitled 'Paddy's Panacea: Songs Traditional in West Clare' [Topic Records, London, IS 363] copies still turn up occasionally and if you come across one snap it up for it is a collector's item as well as a great collection of fine songs superbly sung.

As the years progressed I began noting down folklore from Tom as well as his songs. This turned into a huge project. To date there are scores of tapes  dictated by Tom in the archive of The Department of Irish Folk​lore, University College, Dub​lin. All of these tapes have been transcribed and come to hun​dreds of pages on traditional customs, folk cures, charms, accounts of farm life, beliefs and many other topics. His contribu​tion to the documentation of life in West Clare will be seen by future generations as invaluable. Even so, there was still much more which I wish I had asked him before death snuffed out his lively intellect on January 14, after a short illness. He passed away as he had lived, without any fuss.

In the past couple of decades, scholars and folklorists from America, Sweden, Germany, Australia and many other countries have sat at Tom's hearth in Knockbrack. University professors, factory workers, television producers, farm hands — all got an equal welcome in Tom's home. He wished to share his love of folksong and folklore with absolutely anybody who was at all interested. He traveled throughout Ireland singing at concerts and festivals. A teetotaller all his life, he was still always the easiest man imaginable to get to sing. For this reason he always broke the ice at singing recitals and at the main concert during the Willie Clancy Summer School. During the school, Tom would talk to the classes, sing at concerts and take part in workshops. Since the very first Summer School, Tom's involvement has always been total and he gave of himself without stint. His passing will be greatly felt when  people gather for the school again next July.

Musicians and singers came from all over Ireland to pay their last respects to Tom when he was laid to rest in Ballard cemetery on January 16. To his family and his grandchildren we offer our condolences and assure them that we all share their grief. The loss is not only that of West Clare, for the whole world of Irish traditional singing and folklore has suffered a body-blow. He is now reunited with Margaret and John; may the sod rest lightly on them ----- Tom Munnelly
