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            Introduction

         

         We’ve been listening to radio in Ireland for a hundred years. It’s the backing track to mealtimes, commutes, household chores and to the workday, whether that be inside or outside the home. Many of us wake up to the radio and even fall asleep to the radio; we may dance around the house to our favourite tunes or sing along in the car – whatever we are up to, the radio is on, for most of us, most of the time. Over 80 per cent of adults in Ireland still listen to radio at some point every day.

         It’s so much a part of our lives that we are often not aware that we have it on at all. That doesn’t mean it doesn’t have an influence on us, though. Like advertising and social media, the things we half-hear and half-remember can have a deep and lasting effect on us, particularly when it comes to attitudes and values. Part of radio’s power comes from the fact that we can’t see anything: the pictures we form in our own heads are often far better than those we see on television or on film; they are our own and we trust them, but do we ever think about who is crafting them and how they are shaping the world we live in? Radio reaches deep into our psyche, and it is worth reflecting on how it has played its part in shaping us as individuals, as citizens and as a nation.

         From the first broadcast in 1926, the government and station management had aspirations for the new medium. Over the last century, the programmes we made have changed radically. How listeners interact with those programmes has also changed and the role radio has played in shaping culture and society provides a fascinating window into how Ireland itself developed as a nation.

         Radio was the first and only broadcast medium that people could turn to in their own homes for most of the last century. People could go out and buy a newspaper; they could be thrilled by what they saw on screen at the 8cinema, but the radio set sat on a special shelf made for it in the kitchen or in a fancy cabinet in the sitting room, waiting to be turned on. Its influence was enormous, it was magic, it was immediate and it was Irish.

         Most of the great events and announcements of interest to Irish people were made over the radio. To the day she died at 95, my mother recalled returning home from school at the age of ten to find the men in from the fields, all sitting in shock, having heard the news that Hitler had invaded Poland, and waiting for an update. The unusual, the tragic, the momentous: people remember how they received this news, and for most of the twentieth century in Ireland, as elsewhere, this came to them on the airwaves. So too did much of their understanding of the wider world, and this was absorbed on a daily basis. Yet so many history books neglect radio because there is so little of it left. Early broadcasts were not recorded, leaving us with very little archival material. Because of this, very little attention has been spent on trying to understand the depth and the reach that radio once had on the population of this island. But it is a hugely important issue because radio helped reinforce and preserve certain attitudes and values of the state and of the Catholic Church. At the same time, radio pushed boundaries and introduced listeners to a wider world beyond their firesides. The tensions and contradictions between these two perspectives were a space where people built their own understandings of who they were and of their place in the world. Radio helped people to construct their sense of identity as individuals and as citizens of the Irish nation.

         Much of what people hear on the radio is ‘written on the wind’, as Louis McRedmond titled his book on Radio Éireann in 1966. Radio is often called ‘the invisible medium’ because it is in the background and we don’t pay much attention to it. Most of the older listeners interviewed for this book told me that they couldn’t really remember much from the radio when I first asked them to think about it. Then, over time, they began to talk of personalities and of how they were their daily companions. They didn’t remember particular items or programmes – listening is habitual and it’s hard to remember one specific moment from a habit – but they did remember 9the feelings with great nostalgia. Running home from school for lunch and finding their mothers listening avidly to The Kennedys of Castleross, for example. Listening to Dear Frankie, hoping to find out a bit about sex and not getting much information. Singing along to the songs on the Waltons’ Programme or finding out how to Make and Mend, to paint with Marion King or to speak some Irish on Listen and Learn. These are some of the shards and jewels that people consciously recall.

         However, memories are not always fond ones, as was the case with one woman who grew up in Belfast in the 1960s and 1970s with a mother from the south of the country, who was homesick and listened only to Radio Éireann. She learned to associate radio with loneliness and avoided it for much of her early life. So, radio also reminds us of our relationships with people and it is clearly an intimate medium, getting right inside our heads. We trust the pictures we make ourselves and often think we have had an original thought. Just like with social media today, we frequently can’t remember where we first encountered the germ of the idea or the nugget of information. This is the power of social media that parents fear, and it is one of the powers that radio has had from its earliest days.

         What influence may radio have on us as listeners? Even if we are not paying attention, does radio help to shape our attitudes and values? What messages might it contribute to our worldview and to our understanding of ourselves as individuals and as members of this island nation? No one medium and no one person can be held responsible for the complex construction of another’s identity, but radio, like all media, works in tandem with other forces in our lives to strengthen and solidify attitudes and values that already exist in our society.

         How did radio in Ireland sound? What did Irish listeners hear and what did they think of what they heard? Did it shape them as individuals and collectively as a nation over the past hundred years? These are the questions that prompted this book. Researching these issues was an enjoyable time for me. The sources I used are described in the notes for readers at the end of the 10book, but they are left till last so that you can enjoy the stories I uncovered and the insights they provided without interruption.

         Radio is about stories; it helps us understand our own stories as they are happening, and it helps us reflect on them afterwards. Ireland went through huge changes in the last hundred years and radio was right there, helping us make sense of them.

         No one book could possibly give a full account of an entire century of any mass medium. It is my hope that the older reader will enjoy a trip down memory lane as you encounter programmes and personalities from your childhood, and that younger readers will find much to marvel at and to reflect on.
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            1

            Forging the Nation: The Early Days of Radio

         

         ‘Sé seo Radio Bhaile Átha Cliath ag glaodhach. This is 2RN the Dublin broadcasting station calling.’ These were first words heard on the new Irish radio station on New Year’s Day, January 1926. Some people believe that the call sign ‘2RN’ was chosen as a conscious echo of the song ‘Come back to Erin’, but whatever the truth is, it changed soon after to Radio Athlone when 12a huge transmitter was erected in the centre of the country and it later became known generally as Radio Éireann.

         
            [image: A man in a three-piece suit sits at a desk. The era is late 1920s.]Séamus Clandillon, 2RN’s first Director of Broadcasting.

            

         

         A name was the least of the worries for the politicians when they first discussed the idea of establishing a radio station in Dáil Éireann in 1924. After the trauma and violence of the War of Independence and the Civil War, which marked the creation of the new Irish state, the founding fathers were busy trying to fund and re-establish the civil service, the courts, the schools and all the infrastructure needed to build an independent nation state. They were keen to introduce social housing, provide and foster employment, improve health and stem the tide of emigration. In the middle of such important business, the idea of setting up a newfangled and untested enterprise called ‘radio’ or ‘wireless’ came far down the list. Many of the politicians were unsure of what it could or might do and some were downright dismissive of it. Richard Corish, TD from Wexford, exclaimed that ‘this country at the present moment is practically in a state of chaos, and we ought to try to do something for the people who are suffering, and stop all this cant about wireless.’

         Tánaiste Seán Lemass asked the minister in charge of the station in the late 1940s, Paddy Little, ‘how’s the hurdy gurdy?’ He wasn’t the first. People called it that ‘old melodeon in Henry Street’ when the studios were kitted out in the General Post Office (GPO) and worse, remarked that there was ‘something rotten in Denmark St’ before it moved to its new home. Few grasped the potential of this brand-new medium; the frivolity of entertainment at a time when there was so much else to do was too much for them. Other politicians were quicker to sense that this new way of communicating might help them build the new state. They saw how it could bring people together if they listened to the same messages and the same entertainment, healing the divisions of the recent past of civil war and rebellion and forging a new nation. Some hoped it might become the very voice of that nation.

         People in Ireland could listen to radio even before the state set up its own broadcasting station. The BBC started in 1922 and set up 2BE in Belfast two years later. This was of concern to the patriots who had only recently been released 13from English jails and who had fought the War of Independence to establish the Free State. The Minister for Posts and Telegraphs (or Postmaster General as he was then known), J.J. Walsh, was against spending any state money on setting up a radio station at first but changed his mind when he realised that people were listening to the BBC. His fear was that we would not be truly free if we were subjected to British influence and had no Irish alternative.

         At first, Walsh hoped that a radio station could be allowed to broadcast under licence if it was controlled by a consortium of businessmen, but a TD, Darrell Figgis, was found to have promised part of the concession to broadcast to an English businessman, Andrew Belton, for a consideration. In the wake of the scandal, Walsh reluctantly took up the reins of the new radio station, which would be run by his department for nearly the next 40 years. While they could scarcely imagine how powerful radio would become in shaping attitudes and values, the founding fathers of the new Irish state were not willing to let the sacrifices made in separating from Great Britain be in vain by letting British influence into every Irish home. J.J. Walsh gave an impassioned outburst in the Dáil in 1924, and declared, ‘Any kind of Irish station is better than no Irish station at all. We must prevent propaganda in a foreign tongue to the entire exclusion of our native tongue.’

         At the time, the word ‘propaganda’ had not yet come to mean the deliberate manipulation of people’s opinions, attitudes and values, although Mussolini and Hitler were soon to capitalise on this aspect of radio’s reach. Walsh meant that it would be a disgrace to have the English language and English attitudes on the airwaves and not to have an Irish voice, including an Irish voice in the Irish language, for listeners in the new state. He and many of his fellow TDs were sincere in hoping to revive the Irish language and in using radio as way to support this aspiration. He was fervent in his belief that ‘this nation has set out on a separate existence. That existence not only covers its political life but also its social and cultural life, and … [radio] should not only be gripped but developed to the utmost until this country is properly set on its feet as an independent, self-thinking, self-supporting nation in every respect.’

         14This rhetoric was in tune with the ambition of a new state, standing on its own two feet and reinforcing the belief that it would indeed be a nation in every sense of the word, if not yet completely separate from its colonial master. It was totally in tune with the aspiration of government to be clearly independent in every possible way. It was similar to the movements in other European countries at the time and was part of the Sinn Féin approach of ‘ourselves alone’.

         It also shows great vision and imagination. At a time when radio could be picked up by just a few enthusiasts and when most European countries were only beginning to set up their own radio stations and discover slowly how the medium could work, the Postmaster General grasped how culture shapes a nation and how radio could shape culture. In voting to establish a state-funded and state-run radio station or ‘programme’ as radio stations were first termed, Irish politicians recognised that listening to the radio meant that someone would be speaking to the nation. Radio could become the ‘voice of the nation’.

         It was not clear to everyone what that nation might be, however. Ireland was not a homogeneous, stable and peaceful nation. It was a country torn apart by a decade of intense violence, first with a small rising in 1916 and later by a War of Independence that led to a treaty that ripped the rebels apart, resulting in a very bitter and brutal civil war. The rebels were far from united when the civil war ended, as many members of the IRA, including Ireland’s future Taoiseach and President Éamon de Valera, were styled as ‘Irregulars’ and were on the run, making frequent attacks on the new police force, army and officers of the Free State. This rift would need healing; it has affected the nature of Irish politics since then, but at this stage in Irish history it meant that the new state was not secure; it had to counter and battle attacks from within.

         One of the most contentious obstacles to the achievement of the nationalist dream of independence was partition in 1925, the year before the Free State government’s radio took to the air. Partition meant that six counties remained with the crown while the other 26 gradually became a republic in 1949. The 15new government were very keen not to exclude anyone from having a stake in building the new state. Unionists were to be found north and south of the border and the new radio station was seen as a way of reaching out to these as well. While it is extremely simplistic to paint all Catholics north and south as nationalists and Protestants of all denominations as unionists, this crude division underpinned the subconscious of many people at the time and since. The new radio station could be used perhaps to bring these two sides together in terms of shared interests and needs and at the same time to recognise and give airtime to their individual areas of difference. Ireland was divided, often bitterly, on the grounds of religion, and the fears of members of the various Protestant denominations would need to be assuaged. These divisions were infused with class and economic divisions in the south, where the landed primarily Protestant and the rural poor were mostly Catholic small farmers and labourers. The economic divisions were even more keenly felt in the north where Presbyterians and Catholics competed often unfairly for scarce resources such as employment and housing.

         Ireland was divided in ways other than by religion, politics and sectarianism. Partly because of the so-called Celtic Revival in literature and art and the rise of the GAA and Conradh na Gaeilge (Gaelic League) from the late nineteenth century onwards, there was an appreciation for traditional customs, pastimes and heritage. This led in no small part to a rise in national pride. Some elements of it fared better than others, for example, sport and Celtic-inspired literature in English, more so than traditional music and the Irish language. Radio was expected to remedy this and build up the Irish language and culture, but not everyone viewed these as ‘civilised’ or appropriate.

         In particular, those who left rural Ireland and embraced an urban life often wanted to lose the trappings and shame of peasantry and poverty with which the Irish language and culture were sometimes associated. This made the job of the new radio station in becoming the voice of the nation more complicated. The rural/urban divide is a well-known phenomenon in most countries, as are the tensions between capital cities and their peripheries. The new radio station 16could become a way of connecting the capital with the rest of the country and there is evidence that it did, particularly once news, current affairs and unscripted magazine-type programmes became standard fare in the 1980s.

         However, in the early days of Irish radio, the urban and urbane nature of the broadcasts coming from the centre of power and wealth in Dublin led to a hardening of attitudes about what was ‘civilised’ – mainly classical in nature and conservative in approach – and what was not. The opposite of civilised tended to be perceived as largely traditional and rural, and content springing from these sources was often seen as being somehow too wild or too peasant and uncouth for a modern nation. This attitude was exacerbated not only by the positioning of the new radio station in the capital, alongside the state institutions of power and influence, but it was also reinforced by the staffing of that station by the new, more educated generation of civil servants who looked to the British way of doing things as the correct way to run a department and a state. It led to a hierarchical, bureaucratic approach to broadcasting that was often at odds with the need to be creative and artistic; tensions between civil service practices and performers, writers and gifted broadcasters were a constant source of disruption and battle for the state’s broadcasting station.

         In the 1920s, when the Free State was struggling to establish itself, it faced military threats. Divisions between nationalists and Unionists, Catholics and Protestants and the partition of the island in 1925 endangered the stability of the new 26-county state. The IRA, now on the run, threatened to overthrow the new state, as the killing of a government minister, Kevin O’Higgins, in 1927 along with hundreds of others shows. There was also a very real fear that the British government might change their mind about giving the Irish a degree of autonomy because of this threat. The Free State government were keen to ensure that Unionists would feel secure and fully part of the new state so that the British would not feel the need to send troops to protect them and that Ireland would never return to civil war or to colonial rule. Radio, it was hoped, could help to heal these divisions and unite people from all backgrounds, beliefs and classes.

         17Perhaps the greatest difficulty faced by the new state, however, was the poverty of the majority of the populace. In a country devastated by famine only two generations before independence and wracked by mass emigration since, the new government had to find ways of providing employment and housing, and of raising the living standards of the people. This led to huge investment in rural electrification, social housing, education and health, but it also made it difficult for most politicians and civil servants to see the need to pay for entertainment.

         The founding fathers of the nation deserve credit for investing in their own station, but they were prompted by fear initially. They only came to appreciate the nobler reasons for their decision over time. The fear was that people were listening to English radio. When people began to buy the early two-, four- and even six-valve sets and others were building their own crystal sets, the newspapers began to receive letters from radio enthusiasts describing the joys of ‘listening in’, primarily to the BBC in Northern Ireland, which was established in 1924. An entire genre of radio magazines and newspapers sprang up to cater for these enthusiasts.

         The Postmaster General, who really did not want his department of Posts and Telegraphs to take on the responsibility of a radio station, was afraid that the hard work of running the British off most of the island would be undone if Irish men and women tuned in to the BBC and had no native or national alternative.

         It was agreed, after long debates and scandalous revelations of corruption and the involvement of British business, that the new nation had better get its own broadcasting station, one run by the state. This was the same decision reached by all other European states at the time, with Europe turning its back completely on the commercial model of the USA. It was not until Europe, and eventually Ireland, really embraced capitalism and the market economy in the American manner that the possibility of decoupling broadcasting from state ownership allowed for commercial and community broadcasting to be licensed.

         18The anxieties and concerns of the divisions of politics, religion, rural v. urban, the tensions between the ‘native’ and the ‘civilised’ were addressed deftly in the choice of the first voice on air on 1 January 1926: Douglas Hyde was the son of a Church of Ireland minister from Roscommon and was an academic of standing. He learned Irish, collected folk songs and folklore and became the leader of the Gaelic League, publishing an influential pamphlet called ‘The Necessity for de-anglicising Irish Society’ in 1892. He later became the first President of the new state. In his very person, he symbolised the coming together of opposing traditions and histories.

         As the first speaker on air, he set out a clear vision for the new station. He began in English:

         
            Our enterprise today marks the beginning not only of the New Year, but of a new era – an era in which our nation will take its place amongst the other nations of the world. A nation has never been made by Act of Parliament. A nation is made from the inside itself, it is made, first of all, by its language, if it has one; by its music, songs, games and customs. So, while not forgetting what is best in what other countries have to offer us, we desire to especially emphasise what we have derived from our Gaelic ancestors – from one of the oldest civilisations in Europe, the heritage of the O’s and Mac’s who still make up the bulk of our country. This much I have said in English for any strangers who may be ‘listening-in’. Now I address my own country …

         

         While the numbers of people who could listen in abroad and even in Ireland were limited, Hyde and the Irish government were aware that this speech would be carried in newspapers around the world. It is an early example of how the opportunity to spread ‘propaganda’ on the broadcast media was grasped. He set out a stall for the station, one that firmly aligned itself with the aims and aspirations of the new government of a 19young country, but one that he and they considered to be ancient at the same time. This appeal to the antiquity and richness of a heritage that was profoundly different from that of the British empire is clear in this speech, and outlines an understanding of an existentially separate past and future. It is underlined by his turning from ‘outsiders who may be listening-in’ to ‘my own people’ and addressing them in the Irish language, even though he knew that most of his countrymen would not understand him, when he declared:

         
            Is mithid inniu fios a bheith ag sean agus óg, ag mór agus beag, go bhfuil Éire ag seasamh go láidir ar a cosa féin. Is í an Ghaeilge an leathchos agus is í an leathchos eile a nósa, a ceol agus a cluichí féin. Tá an t-am ag teacht go luath nach bhféadfaidh fear óg gan Ghaeilge a rá go bhfuil sé, ní hé amháin ina Ghael, ach go bhfuil sé ina Éireannach. Ór ní bheidh aon Éireannach ann (Ach den taobh thall den teorainn mhí-ámharach, b’fhéidir) ní bheidh aon Éireannach ann nach mbeidh teanga a shinsear aige.

         

         A direct translation tells us that he believed:

         
            It is good for old and young, big and small to understand that Ireland is standing firmly on her own two feet. Irish is one of her two feet and her customs, her music and her own sports are the other foot on which she stands. The time is coming soon when a young man without Irish cannot say, not only that he is a Gael but that he is an Irishman. Because there will be no Irishman (except, perhaps, on the other side of that unfortunate border), there will be no Irishman who does not have the language of his ancestors …

         

         This belief that the ability to speak the Irish language was every bit as important as all the other attributes and customs that contribute to an Irish person’s identity was not supported in real terms by successive governments. 20This meant that the new radio station did not get the funding to produce the type of programming that might have actualised the dream of reviving the language. However, the cultural pursuits and pastimes lauded by Hyde were enthusiastically embraced by station staff and provided much of the early fare which was broadcast with spark and originality and won them many listeners to the station over the course of the next century.

         Many of the values that Hyde outlined on the first night of Irish broadcasting are still adhered to: a portion of the television licence fee funds public service content on all radio stations, for example anything in the Irish language, programmes about Irish culture, heritage or history and the Irish experience at home and abroad. Sport was a huge draw for listeners from the outset and native Irish sports, revived and developed by the GAA, benefited hugely from a close, if at times difficult, relationship with the radio.

         Music took both pride of place and centre stage, though, making up the bulk of the schedule then, as it still does today on almost every radio station in the world. Music was hugely important in terms of recognising and shaping Irish identity, as Douglas Hyde pointed out. It is one of the signifiers, along with fashion, dance, food and sport, that nations and regions use to establish their distinct identities. The type of music played by the new station was important in shaping Irish tastes in music and our understanding of what good musical taste was, both in terms of traditional music and of music from other quarters, be this classical or popular dance music, often called ‘jazz’ at this time.

         Sometimes the tail wags the dog however, and this was the case when the radio station engaged with its listeners to choose a tune. In 1936, when the state radio had been ten years in existence, management understood that it needed to make itself stand out in some significant way. A decision was taken to do this – as stations still do today – with some audio branding, an ‘identity tune’. This was progressive at the time as American-style jingles and aggressive branding only arrived with the pirate stations 30 years later, but what was really inspired was the decision to ask the listeners what they would like to hear.

         21A campaign to get people to post in their votes for their choice of tune was mounted and twenty tunes were played over and over on the air. Most of these were Irish-language or folk-type tunes, for example ‘All around my hat’ in English and a children’s song, ‘Babaró’, in Irish. The station was flooded with nearly a thousand letters in a period of a few days, showing a large audience who were clearly engaged and who had strong opinions. The votes were counted and the top six tunes chosen were: ‘Óró ’sé do bheatha abhaile’ with 47 votes; ‘The Blackbird’ with 88; ‘My Lagan Love’ with 58; ‘Brian Boru’s March’ with 52; and ‘Fáinne Geal an Lae’, which later became well known as ‘On Raglan Road’, came in second with 151 votes. The outright winner, with 260 votes, was the march ‘O’Donnell Abú!’. The first eighteen notes were played at the start and end of every period of transmission.

         In the early days, the station did not broadcast continuously and there were long gaps in transmission between blocks of programme so listeners became very familiar with the slightly mechanical rendition of the tune. Listeners were left with a choice of silence, switching to a foreign station (usually the BBC) or returning to work or conversation when the signal sounded after a few hours on air. Even though RTÉ radio now broadcasts 24 hours a day, seven days a week, the tune, played on what sounds like a xylophone, remains on the air. It is played at 5 a.m. every morning to signify the end of the repeat programmes relayed through the night and the start of a new broadcast day. It may be dated, it may be considered an early example of fusion between tradition and techno, but it is a remnant of the very early days of Irish broadcasting and a piece of living broadcast history on the air. In 2026, a muted version of it was commissioned and played on RTÉ television, marking the advert breaks to commemorate the centenary of the station.

         Programmes in the early days of radio in Ireland and elsewhere were nothing like the ones we hear today. They were very short snippets of items – the live performance of a number of songs by one singer or a performance by a trio or ensemble of classical music. These were interspersed with announcements and short ‘talks’ on agriculture or literature, and today 22would seem somewhat random in their timing as well as in their delivery and content. The concept of a ‘programme’, as we understand it, did not exist and the entire output for an evening of broadcasting was referred to itself as a ‘programme’, what we call a schedule today. To add to the confusion, stations were often called ‘programmes’ themselves. For example, the BBC had the Light Programme, which was the channel that played mainly the popular songs and dance music of the day. It grew from the need to have something to keep people’s spirits up during the Second World War and it remained afterwards because people liked it. Each channel concentrated on a different audience: BBC Radio 1 took on serious topics, what became known as public service broadcasting in essence, and the Light Programme was the channel for the masses. Irish state radio had to cater for both types of audiences all on one channel and it had to squeeze everything into a limited number of hours each day at that.

         ‘Programmes’ could be run in any order that suited the station and there did not seem to be regular slots or spots allocated to items. A stable of station performers provided music and announcements on a nightly basis, providing some continuity and identity for 2RN in its earliest days. The schedule was published each day in the newspapers, but listeners were expected to tune in and listen in to whatever was on regardless. The broadcast time was very short at the outset – between two and three hours each evening – and very few people actually had access to a radio receiver on which to listen in. Indeed, in the very early days most people did not know what ‘the radio’ might be and were wary of it. My father, born in 1924, used to recount the tale of a man he met in Cavan. This man had a neighbour with a radio receiver, the first in the area, and he had a fear of the voices he heard on the air. He would warn his neighbours to ‘be very quiet passing that house, that man can hear people talking in Dublin!’

         For the few people who were able to afford a receiving set and for those living near to Dublin who were technically minded enough to build their own crystal set using the ‘cat’s whiskers’, the thrill of actually receiving anything at 23all on their sets was exciting in itself. But what did they hear on the very first evening of Irish broadcasting?

         
            [image: ]

         

           24Once the important opening speech had been delivered by Douglas Hyde, the first night was exactly like a concert in both form and content. It was billed and presented in the same style as a theatre or hall programme (see reproduction of the programme on previous page). It took time for those who were working in radio to play with the medium and learn what it could do. Back in 1926, the BBC was the role model for 2RN; the few staff who were employed had either been to the BBC for training or were from theatrical and classical music backgrounds, so it is no surprise that this is the fare they offered.

         The music, even when it was traditional Irish music, was delivered in a particular style, by classically trained singers accompanied by musicians playing from a written score. The No 1 Army Band played Irish airs and marches, again arranged by classically trained composers and conducted by Colonel Fritz Brase. The performance was in Beggars’ Bush Barracks in Dublin 4 and was relayed to the transmission hut in the Phoenix Park. They played a composition by Brase, the ‘First Irish Fantasia’, a set of arrangements of Irish airs, including some of Thomas Moore’s melodies. To contemporary ears the arrangement sounds rather dreary and, in places, reminiscent of the music that might have accompanied a Pathé newsreel in the cinemas of the time. The second selection from the No 1 Army Band was a highly acclaimed composition by John F. Larchet, which combines a traditional slow air, ‘My Gentle Harp’, with the livelier ‘Galway Reel’. However, the name of the piece, ‘Lament for Youth’, does not sound like something a new station – a new medium – in a new state needs to bring life and hope to the nation. He followed this with an arrangement by the Australian-American composer Percy Grainger, ‘Molly on the Shore’, incorporating the well-known reel of that name and ‘The Temple Reel’. While more up tempo than the first selection, when it was played by a full army band, controlled, in the classical fashion, conducted by a German bandmaster, it would have been quite unlike the reels heard and danced to by people all over the island. It was, however, 25highly acceptable to the new élite in Dublin who were running the country and ultimately setting the tone for the future.

         The songs sung that night were a mix of what could be heard at any sing-song in homes around the country at the time. Songs like ‘Little Mary Cassidy’ by Francis A. Fahy, ‘The Minstrel Boy’ by Thomas Moore and ‘Down by the Salley Gardens’, popularised by W.B. Yeats and sung by the likes of James Joyce in his youth, were a type of parlour music that was performed in Irish households and these songs have endured since. On the first night of Irish radio, they were arranged and played to the accompaniment of professional musicians, so, this was not the purer or wilder type of unaccompanied singing that we know as sean-nós (old style) today. Even the unaccompanied singing in Irish that night was gentrified for middle-class, middle-brow tastes, as was the case in theatres and halls throughout the country.

         The station director, Séamus Clandillon, and his wife, Máighréad Ní Annagáin, both sang in Irish. They were well known in Irish-speaking circles such as the Gaelic League and they collected many songs from singers in Gaeltacht areas, which they published (to some acclaim and to some dispute). We can perhaps be judgemental about the authenticity of the fare they provided but the Clandillons and the staff of 2RN firmly believed they were delivering real Irish culture to their listeners. They, along with other Irish-language activists, did much to popularise this type of rendition of folksongs, so much so that it became widely accepted as the true form. The delivery was jaunty and polished, again in the parlour style, and can be heard on recordings of their work that still exist. Billed as ‘Gaelic Songs’ to differentiate them from ‘Songs’ on the programme and using the word of the time ‘Gaelic’ rather than ‘Irish’ or even ‘Amhráin Ghaeilge’, with the older and unstandardised system of spelling and without sínithe fada in the printed programme, this style of singing flourished within the Gaelic League at the turn of the century.

         The Palestrina Choir, which still exists, gave the penultimate performance of the night. Led by Vincent O’Brien, who went on to become the first musical director of the radio station, it sang a selection of church music in Latin.

         26The first set of violin solos, played by Arthur Darley, also displays the emphasis on classical arrangements that would be a feature of the state radio output for many years. The desire to play Irish music and to place a value on Irish traditions was balanced – or, some might say, ruined – by the postcolonial imperative of proving that it was not uncouth, wild or simple music. Although it came from an oral tradition, it seems that it was felt that it had to be presented in an ‘acceptable’ style, one that could be guaranteed to be ‘of quality’ and one that would not embarrass the station or the nation. ‘O’Donnell Abú’ (the march that became the station’s call sign) and ‘The West’s Awake’, a nineteenth-century song by Thomas Davis, are stirring nationalistic tunes that recall the struggle for independence. The third tune Darley played, ‘Savourneen Deelish’, a love song, is the anglicisation of the name Is a Mhúirnín Dílis (my dear/loyal sweetheart) and this speaks for itself. His second selection shows that he was a classically trained violinist rather than a traditional fiddler.

         Annie Fagan’s choice of Moore’s melodies, ‘Go Where Glory Waits Thee’ and ‘Avenging and Bright’, hark back to the fight for freedom. She began with ‘Battle Hymn’, (a song almost forgotten today that was written by Countess Markievicz).

         The programme does not list the tunes to be played on the ‘Irish Pipes’. This may have been because the uileann pipers, Ennis and Andrews, were traditional musicians and, not being accustomed to formal concerts, did not send in names in advance, or due to a belief that arranged material was somehow more worthy of being given a billing. It is likely that the Ennis listed that night was James, the father of Séamus Ennis who worked in the BBC and Radio Éireann subsequently, and his friend Billy Andrews, both of whom were taught by the County Meath piper Nicholas Markey, and were surely the closest to the Irish tradition of playing music by ear that was heard that night. When this recital or programme was over, 2RN did not broadcast anything further. There was silence after the last item; those with superior sets could continue to receive a signal, but they had to move the dial. They would tune in to the BBC or any station they could get after dark when the signals travelled further 27around the hemisphere. 2RN, later Radio Éireann, had neither the money nor the resources to broadcast anything more. The state radio’s broadcasting hours continued to be fairly limited for nearly the first half of its life.

         
            * * *

         

         From the letters written to the newspapers and the new journals catering for radio enthusiasts, it seems that people were more preoccupied with the quality of transmission and reception than with the programming itself. The Irish Independent delighted in printing letters every day in the first week of January 1926 telling people how to receive the broadcasts, listing who got the best reception, where they got it and on what type of set they received it. In some cases, cheap, homemade crystal sets were better than the more expensive two- and four-valve, commercially produced sets; the massive state-of-the-art six-valve wasn’t necessarily the best. A letter from a Major Watters in Killester on Dublin’s north side claimed that his four-year-old son could pick up the signal on his ‘Brownie’ crystal set as their larger receptor relayed to it even when not fired up. A neighbour in Clontarf, K.G. Reynolds, wrote in the next day, to report that he had called in and examined the set up and that of course it was working as a loudspeaker off the four-valve set. It seems everyone who knew anything was keen to share advice, criticism and superiority as well as genuine help and interest. Many wrote into the papers with their reviews and experiences of the first broadcast and quite a few said that they could hear Douglas Hyde loud and clear but that the music was not so easy to listen to.

         When the public could get good reception, there was much criticism of the performers, with observations worthy of a professional critic. Séamus Clandillon was regarded as very good, but Máighréad Ní Annagáin was considered to have sounded nervous. Several letters praised the station’s first announcer, James (Séamus) Hughes, one going as far as to say he was as good as any announcer from Schenectady in New York or anywhere in the world. Another Dublin Listener, E.N. Allan of Iona Drive, again in Clontarf, 28declared his delight with Hughes’ delivery and wondered if those who were criticising him were snobs who wanted a ‘cultivated Oxford accent’.

         Of course, members of the public disagreed with each other frequently and the papers published it all, leading to arguments and debates over the merits and failings of performers and of the entire schedule. On 5 January 1926, Frank Wynne from Terenure, despairing of the new station, wrote that, ‘If this week’s programme is the best 2RN can do, then Heaven help musical Dublin.’ Whereas ‘Candid’, also from Dublin, was a little more understanding, writing, ‘It is too soon yet to pass comment on the Dublin programmes, but our first night’s entertainment was on the heavy side.’ Quite the opposite from someone calling himself ‘Variety’ who complained of ‘too much gramophone’, believing that there was ‘an overdose of gramophone records and vocalists on Saturday night’ and he was looking for a live broadcast from the very popular Clery’s ballroom instead.

         The Irish Independent dedicated almost half a page every day to reviews and discussion about the new radio station and in particular to advice as to how to get the clearest signals. Their ‘critic’ named ‘Aether’ was up and running by Wednesday 5 January. His column must have been popular as the entire newspaper ran to only ten pages on most weekdays and he was given an entire half page, under the banner of ‘The World of Wireless’. Along with tips for improving reception, ‘Aether’ answered readers’ questions, discussed their opinions of programmes and made comparisons with how the new medium was doing in other countries, especially in the neighbouring UK and in South Africa. ‘Aether’ was fair-minded in his criticisms, recognising that the station would take time to settle in, but he was concerned about the lack of variety and warned that the poor quality of programmes would put people off. He also believed it was a bit staid and could benefit from an injection of humour.

         There was much debate about licence fees, whether they were legal, how they could be enforced and the cost, with most people believing that £1.00 was far too dear and that 10 shillings would be more appropriate. The problem
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Official Programme

DUBLIN STATION (2RN)

Week commencing January 1st, 1926.

7.45.
‘Time Signal. Announcement and Formal
Opening Speech by Dr DOUGLAS
HYDE

800
No. 1 ARMY BAND.

First Irish Fantasia. Brase.

Dedicated to Dr J.E Larchet, Mus D.
Introduction: The Foggy Dew: Eibhlin a
Ruin; O'Donnell’s March: Silent O Moyle:
Brian Boru’s March; Caic Ni Dhuibhir;
Follow me down to Carlow; Torramh

an Bharaill; the Harvest Home; the
Good natured Man; Hompipes; Sein O
Duibhir a Ghleanna; Awake! Awake my
Countrymen; Let Erin Remember.
8.15.
GAELIC SONGS:
An Goirtin Eorna; Bridhid Gheal Bhan;
Cill Mhuire
Mr SEAMUS CLANDILLON.
8.25.
VIOLIN SOLO - Irish Airs.
O'Donnell Abd; Savourneen Declish;
The West's Awake.
Mr ARTHUR DARLEY
835
SONGS:
Down by the Sally Gardens. Herbert Hughes,
1 wish I was on yonder Hill. A by Herbert
Rooney; The Minstrel Boy. ~do.
MISS JOAN BURKE
8.45.
HARP SOLO:
Baule Hymn; Go Where Glory Waits Thee;
Avenging and Bright.
MISS ANNIE FAGAN

855
No. 1 ARMY BAND.

Lament for Youth; Larchet.; Molly on the
Shore. Grainger.

(Founded on two Cork reels ~ Molly on
the Shore and Temple Hill,

9.5.
SONGS.
The Willow Tree (Boasey Edn); Turn ye to
me (Old Gaclic Air); The Bard of Armagh.
Mr JOSEPH O'MARA
9.15.
IRISH PIPES.
MESSRS ENNIS AND ANDREWS.
9.25
GAELIC SONGS.
An Beinein Luachra; Cois Abha Méire;
Caoine Cill Ca
MAIGHREAD NI ANNAGAIN.
935
PIANO SOLO.
Noctrne in G, No. 12 (Field); Polonaise
in E Flat (Chopin) C.E Edition.
Miss DINA COPEMAN,
9.45.
SONGS.
Love Thee Dearest (Moore) (Blochly Edn);
Licle Mary Cassidy (Somerville (Cramer
Edn); The Lord is my
M. ].C. DOYLE,
955
VIOLIN SOLO.
Romance in D (Walf (Schort Edn.); Boree
(Moffay).
Mr ARTHUR DARLEY.
105.
CHOIR.
Sanctus and Benedicuus. (Bord Ed) (from
Missa Papac Marcellini (Palesrina); Regina
Cocli. (dichenger). Do.
1020 No. 1 ARMY BAND.
Prelude and Licbestod. Wagner. (Tristan
and Tsolde);
Soldiers'

ong.
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