


Terry Teahan and Gene Kelly
Old Time Irish Music in America
1 Reels The Corner House/The Broomstick Gene Kelly
2 Slide Tom Looney’s Terry Teahan
3 Slide  Reagan’s Terry Teahan
4 Hornpipes The Sweep’s/Hennessey’s Gene Kelly
5 Barn Dance The Kerry Mills Terry Teahan
6 Polka Mike Howard’s Terry Teahan
7 Hornpipe The Bird’s Terry Teahan
8 Air  Blind Mary Gene Kelly
9 Slide The Barrel Organ Terry Teahan
10 Slide The Evening I Spent With Mick Terry Teahan
11  Slide The Paper Plate Terry Teahan
12 Jigs Fahey’s/Gerry’s Beaver Hat Gene Kelly
13 Slide The Lonesome Road to Dingle Terry Teahan
14 Polka Mickey Chewing Bubble Gum Terry Teahan
15 Barn Dances Sean Hayes/ If There Were’t Any Women In The World Gene Kelly
16 Hornpipe Tadgh’s Ailment Terry Teahan
17 Slide Going for Water Terry Teahan
18 Story and Air  The Old Caubeen Gene Kelly
19 Waltz Tadgh and Biddy Terry Teahan
20 Fling Poll Hapenny Terry Teahan
21 Polka Paddy Kenny’s Terry Teahan
22 Jigs Father O’Flynn’s/The Connaught Man’s Rambles Gene Kelly
23 Polka Jack Mitchell’s Terry Teahan
24 Sword Dance  No Name Terry Teahan
25 Fling The Road to Glauntane Terry Teahan
26 Reels The Swallow’s Tail/Miss McLeod’s Gene Kelly

First published by Topic 1977
Recorded and produced in New York  
by Mick Moloney 1976
Notes by Mick Moloney
Sleeve design by Tony Engle
Photography by Mick Moloney



TSDL352

Old Time Irish 
Music of America

03

Notes on the recordings

The Gene Kelly recordings were carried out by Mick 
Moloney in Washington D.C. on July 17th 1976 on a Sony 
TC 770 recorder using Beyer microphones. The Terry 
Teahan recordings were also made by Mick Moloney 
in Chicago on July 28th 1976 using a Nagra recorder. 
Dr. Kenneth S. Goldstein kindly loaned the recording 
equipment for the project which was funded in part by grant 
from the National Endowment for the Arts for the recording 
of Irish traditional music in America. Mixing and mastering 
was carried out at The Mixing Lab, Boston. Sound engineer 
John Nagy. Editing by Ann Mintz.

 This record features the playing of two old style Irish 
musicians, Gene Kelly and Terry Teahan. Both are in their 
seventies and both have been resident in America since 
the 1920s. Gene plays the old style C#-D accordion and 
Terry plays concertina and the one-row melodeon. Both 
have played extensively over the years in Irish dance halls. 
However, their repertoires and playing styles are radically 
different. Gene possesses a stock of tunes heavily influenced 
by the music played in Irish dance halls in New York City 
in the 1930s and 40s - tunes such as The Sweep’s Hornpipe, 
Miss McLeod’s Reel, Father O’FIynn and The Connaught 
Man’s Rambles. He also has a large repertoire of less well-
known tunes learned both in Ireland and in America.
 

Terry on the other hand plays for the most part tunes rarely 
heard now, mostly slides and polkas, which he has kept alive 
almost single-handedly throughout his years in America. 
Both play their music with a relatively more sparing use of 
ornamentation than is common among modern accordion 
and concertina players. Their playing awakens echoes of a 
bygone era, a time of house visiting and cross roads dancing. 
Neither is greatly concerned with technical perfection 
but rather with the ‘spirit and lilt of the music. “If there’s a 
mistake” says Terry, “l’d rather let it be in there and not be 
worrying about it,” a sentiment heartily echoed by Gene.
Both love their music and play it with a passion and 
enjoyment undiminished by the passing years. The current 
revival of Irish music in America would hardly have been 
possible without the presence of players like them who 
have kept the music alive, in the foreign environment of the 
great American cities. With even the most talented of the 
B-C accordion players showing a certain sameness in their 
playing nowadays, it is important that alternative approaches 
to the music be displayed so as to ensure the stylistic 
diversity which is the hallmark of any vital tradition.
 



1 Reels: The Corner House/The Broomstick
Gene learned these from the late John Glynn, a fine 
accordion player who lived in Brooklyn. He also heard them 
played a lot by Paddy Sullivan, a fiddler from Kerry.

2 Slide: Tom Looney’s
This is named after a Chicago man - a non-musician - who 
would always request slides.

3 Slides: Reagan’s
“Reagan was a concertina player from Brosna.  
He’s dead and gone now.”

4 Hornpipes: The Sweep’s/Hennessey’s
These Gene learned from the Rabbit Brothers. He also 
remembers hearing John McKenna playing them together 
on the flute. An almost identical version of The Sweep’s can 
be found in O’Neill (No.1613).

5 Barn Dance: The Kerry Mills
Terry remembers playing this at home for dancing. Two 
steps and a whirl would be danced to this particular tune. 
It was part of the set for the Stack of Barley. An unrelated 
tune was recorded by the Flanagan Brothers under the  
same title. Terry’s Kerry Mills is similar to one of two  
tunes recorded under the title ‘The Man from Newry’  
by the McCusker Brothers.

6 Polka: Mick Howard’s
Terry learned this back in Kerry. Mick Howard was an old 
man who lived near Scartaglin. lt is also played in Donegal 
where it is known as “Maggie Pickin’s”.

7 Hornpipe: The Bird’s (melodeon)
“That’s another one I picked up from the older crowd.  
The “Bird” was a man named Murphy from Knocknagashel 
and some crowd heard him whistling this tune. It’s not in 
(written) music anywhere.”

8 Air: Blind Mary
This is a composition of Turlough O’Carolan. It can be found 
in O’Neill’s Music of Ireland (No. 655). Gene heard it played 
over Telefis Eireann by a trio from Kerry during a trip back 
home and managed to tape it.

9 Slide: The Barrel Organ
“I got it from the old time crowd - from way ahead of me. I 
kept them by humming them.”

10 Slide: The Evening I Spent with Mick
The title is in memory of the day we did the recording for 
this record. Terry got it from the old people and hasn’t heard 
it played by anyone else since his youth.

11 Slide: The Paper Plate
Terry once wrote this tune out for Liz Carroll, a fine fiddler 
from Chicago. All he could find to write on was a paper plate. 
Hence the title.

12 Jigs: Fahey’s/Gerry’s Beaver Hat
The first jig is a composition of Paddy Fahey, the Galway 
fiddler. Gene learned it along with Gerry’s Beaver Hat 
(O’Neill 754) from hearing it played in sessions in
New York City.

13 Slide: Lonesome Road to Dingle
Terry learned this at home and has never heard it played 
outside the Castleisland area.
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14 Polka: Mickey Chewing Bubble Gum
This was one of Terry’s first compositions and he remembers 
Patrick O’Keefe, his teacher in Kerry, playing it frequently. It 
got its picturesque title when Terry named it after a nephew 
of his in Chicago who was a perpetual gum chewer.

15 Barn Dances: Sean Hayes/ 
If there weren’t any women in the world
Barn dances seem to have died out now, but they were very 
popular in New York about forty years ago. Sean Hayes from 
Co. Cork had a dance band which used to play them a lot 
as well as marches and set pieces. Gene learned both tunes 
from listening to the band.

16 Hornpipe: Tadgh’s Ailment
This was a great hornpipe for the sets back home.

17 Slide: Going for Water
Terry learned this around the house at home from hearing 
his father and mother humming it.

18 Air: The Old Caubeen
Gene learned this in Irish from his schoolteacher, Mrs. 
Jones. He “brushed it up a little bit and added a few grace 
notes.”

19 Waltz: Tadgh and Biddy
This is one of Terry’s own compositions. It is named after an 
elderly couple at home who went together for a great number 
of years.

20 Fling: Poll Hapenny
Patrick O’Keefe passed this on to Terry. A different setting 
appears in O’Neill’s Music of Ireland (No. 1783).

21 Polka: Paddy Kenny’s
Paddy Kenny was an accordion player from Galway with 
whom Terry played a lot in Chicago. Terry first heard the 
polka back home in Kerry and he named it after Paddy.

22 Jigs: Father O’Flynn’s/The Connaught Man’s Rambles
Gene learned both in America from listening to the lads 
playing in the dance halls - Eddie Meehan, Joe Flanagan 
and George Sullivan. The two were always played together 
for the sets. Both are in O’Neill’s Music of Ireland where The 
Connaught Man’s Rambles is No. 1003 and Father O’Flynn’s 
appears as The Top of Cork Road (No. 1031). Father 
O’Flynn’s is, of course, the title of the popular song of Alfred 
Graves which he set to a variant of The Top of Cork Road.

23 Polka: Jack Mitchell’s
This one was learned back in Kerry. Jack Mitchell comes 
from Roscommon and lived in Chicago for several years. He 
always asked for this particular polka and Terry christened it 
after him.

24 Sword Dance: No Name
This is really a Kerry slide but was referred to as a sword 
dance back home. lt is a close cousin of the tune known as 
Denis Murphy’s Slide. 

25 Fling: The Road to Glauntane
This was composed by Terry in honour of Patrick O’Keefe.

26 Reels: The Swallow’s Tail/Miss McLeod’s
Both The Swallow’s Tail (O’Neill No. 1268) and Miss 
McLeod’s (O’Neill No. 1418) were played in New York when 
Gene arrived. He learned them from the Galligan Brothers, 
Denis and Joe, both fiddlers from County Sligo. Denis still 
lives in Long Island and Joe now has his own business in 
Florida.
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Gene Kelly
Gene was born in Castlecomer, Co. Kilkenny in 1909. 
Both of his grandfathers and his mother were traditional 
musicians. One grandfather, Peter Kelly, was a particularly 
fine flute player. The ten-key melodeon was a very popular 
instrument in the area. Gene got his first training when five 
years old on the Anglo concertina and later on the melodeon 
from his mother and a neighbour, Mary Nolen, who taught 
him to play scales. His uncle would oversee the practice 
sessions and give him an occasional rap over the knuckles 
whenever he made mistakes. The first tunes he remembers 
playing were Maggie in the Woods and Follow me up to 
Carlow.
 In 1927 Gene decided to emigrate because “things 
weren’t going too well at home.” An uncle in America sent 
him the fare so away he went to New York City. His uncle 
died a few years after he arrived but by that time he was 
well adjusted to life in America. He did all sorts of odd jobs 
around New York before he finally settled on a career in the 
Civil Service “because it was the coming thing.” He attended 
evening school for four years and became qualified as a 
housing engineer. He worked in this capacity for the New 
York City Housing Authority until his retirement in 1970. 
 Gene didn’t play any music during his first four years 
in America, mainly because he didn’t have an instrument. 
Then he acquired a melodeon and started to play again. 
There was a lot of Irish music around New York at that time. 
Gene remembers listening to, and on occasions playing with, 
The Rabbit Brothers, Patsy and Tommy Cauley, Katherine 
Grant, Paddy O’Sullivan from Kerry, Pat and Jack Murphy 
from Limerick, Eddie Meehan, Tim Fitzpatrick from Clare, 
Jimmy Clarke and George White, The Roche Brothers, 
Tommy Godley, and The Flanagan Brothers, who played 
“Irish music, waltzes, American music anything … they 
were tops around New York then.”
 

He also remembers Morrison,  Sweeney, Killoran, and, of 
course, Coleman who to Gene was an elusive figure whose 
whereabouts at any given time were “like a military secret”. 
Coleman was “a great man for disappearing. He would leave 
the room in the middle of a session and would be next heard 
of in Chicago ... He would never charge money for playing. 
People would stuff it into his pockets but he would never ask 
for it. He played for the love of it … but people fed him an 
awful lot of booze.”
 Gene fell in himself with two fine musicians, Joe and 
Denis Gallagher, who taught him a lot of music between 
1935 and 1940. He picked up many tunes in dance halls, 
such as The Kerry Hall, Donaven Hall, The Harp of Erin, The 
Pride of Erin, The Tricolour Ballroom, The Mayo Ballroom, 
etc. He “tried out” with some of the bands who played there 
but found the melodeon totally unsuitable for playing along 
with instruments like the saxophone and cornet, which were 
common in the Irish dance bands of the thirties, so he had 
an accordion custom-made for him with the C#-D fingering 
system. It cost the astronomical sum of $375 but Gene feels 
it was worth every cent he paid for it. He started off playing 
songs so that he could “finger the two rows properly” and 
then graduated to dance tunes. He subsequently played with 
two ceili bands, The Golden Eagle (which featured Tom 
Busby on pipes, Joe Lamont, Frank Clarke, Eddie Chisholm 
on fiddles, a pianist, and himself on accordion) and later 
he played with The Glenora Ceili Band (which featured, in 
addition to himself, Pete Reilly on whistle, Joe Lamont and 
Peggy Riordan on fiddles and Mrs. Cullen on piano). He 
also had his own orchestra at one time called Gene Kelly and 
The Scotties, which featured a line-up of “two Scotsmen and 
several Irish Americans”.
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 Most of Gene’s playing up to the 1960s was done in 
dance halls, parties and weddings and occasionally in 
saloons. Since that time he has done a lot of playing in clubs 
organized by the Traditional Irish Musicians Association, of 
which he is a prominent member. In the last couple of years 
he has played at festivals in Washington, Philadelphia, New 
York and Toronto. He enjoys these immensely and feels they 
have given him a new lease of life. As he never learned to 
read music, the cassette recorder has been a tremendous help 
to Gene in boosting his repertoire. In the old days, his friend 
Joe Lamont, a fiddler from Derry, would write out tunes and 
play them for him over the phone until he had them right. 
Now he practises with the recorder at home in Ronkonkoma, 
where he lives in retirement with his wife. He estimates that 
in the late ‘60s he would learn five tunes (mostly reels) a 
week.
 The tunes Gene plays on this record are mainly drawn 
from the older repertoire which he acquired either at home 
in Kilkenny or in New York in the 1930s and ’40s. His style 
of playing these tunes is very clearly an extension of the 
melodeon style. The bass accompaniment plays very little 
part in this style and in fact Gene admits that his use of the 
bass notes is totally haphazard. Yet the very “incorrectness” 
of the bass adds a vitality and charm to Gene’s playing which 
radically distinguishes it from the more advanced B-C 
accordion which is now overwhelmingly favoured by Irish 
players.

Terry Teahan
In July 1976 I made a trip to Chicago along with twenty-
three other Irish musicians. We were on a tour sponsored 
by the Smithsonian Institution and the Windy City was the 
third stop en route. On our first night-off a few of us went to 
a pub rejoicing under the title of  “Dirty Dick’s” to have a few 
tunes. We had previously arranged to meet some of the local 
musicians there, Liz Carroll, John McGreevy, James Keane, 

Noel Flice, Kevin Henry and Mike Flately. The place was 
noisy but the drinks were free and the session soon got under 
way. It was, however, a fairly introspective session -
the sort that happens when the musicians are surrounded by 
a great deal of noise and indifference. Then another musician 
arrived on the scene and the atmosphere was transformed. 
Suddenly from all sides it was “Hello, Cuz”, “How’re you 
doin’, Cuz”, “Great to see you, Cuz” and “Where’ve you 
been, Cuz”. The ”Cuz” referred to was a smiling tousled 
headed newcomer who produced a concertina, sat down 
and transformed the session into a dynamic animated affair 
lifted along by his wild whoops. I had met Terry Teahan for 
the first time.
 Terry was born in Glauntane near Castleisland, Co. 
Kerry in August 1905. His father was a farmer. Terry was 
one of a family of five and, as it turned out, the only one 
to take up music. Several aunts on both his father’s and 
mother’s side of the family played fiddle and concertina 
and his father played a little fiddle and flute. Terry has fond 
memories of his childhood. He says,,”l was left grow wild 
and it still hung on to me.”
 He went to the local school where he was taught by 
Patrick O’Keefe’s father and later by Patrick himself and 
his sister, Nora (later Mrs. Carmody). He first took up the 
concertina at the age of eight and got his first lesson from 
O’Keefe, who at that time played the concertina and flute as 
well as the fiddle, which later became his main instrument.
 There was plenty of music and lots of musicians around 
then. Terry estimates that there were in all twenty-four 
musicians in the townland, “mostly fiddles, flutes, and 
concertinas and one tinwhistle player.” He also knew a man 
who played the ivy leaf, “a traveller named O’Donoghue”. It 
sounded like “a wooden flute”, Terry says.
 O’Keefe taught him to read and write music. “Everyone 
was O’Keefe’s pupil. He travelled all over the place.” His 
encounters with O’Keefe were fleeting, however, and his 
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biggest influences as far as repertoire was concerned came 
from the “older crowd” - a generation before O’Keefe. Most 
of his earlier music came from O’Keefe’s mother, Margaret 
O’Callaghan, from Doon, and from John Quinn another 
local musician. He also got some music from the Tarrants, 
who were fine musicians and, of course, from his parents.
 His early concertina playing - and his concertina as well 
- was short lived. After two years of practice and playing, he 
lent it to a girl during the height of Biddy Boys’ festivities one 
February 2nd. she promptly fell; complete with concertina, 
off a wooden plank which crossed a local stream, “and that 
was the end of it.”
 He still managed to play, however, after the mishap. “I 
used to go into somebody else’s land for spring water. They 
had a great big fireplace and there was a hole in the hob and 
there was a concertina always inside in it and I’d go in and be 
bringing out the tunes.”
 Throughout his teens and early twenties Terry’s playing 
practically ceased, but he was hearing as much music as ever. 
There was plenty of house visiting and organized dances all 
over the Sliabh Luachra area. He remembers how he used
to travel from Glauntane to Brosna, “eight miles, barefoot 
over the hills. They’d have raffles and gambles; the thing 
would last until morning.” They would dance the Jenny Lynd, 
The Taravara, The Mazurka, The Victoria, The Girl I Left 
Behind Me - “all five parts” - The High Caul Cap and Hurry 
the Jug. “Only in the morning when you were all fagged out 
would you dance the polka.”
 Terry left school when he was 12 years old. He worked 
on a farm nearby for several years but then developed an 
urge for travel. He had an aunt in Lawrence, Massachusetts, 
who played the concertina. She wanted him to come out 
there and he thought he might go, but in the meantime 
he got a letter from Tom Scollard (a brother of Katie and 
Maggie Scollard, who are still living in Kerry) who had gone 
to school with him and was then living in Chicago. Enclosed 

with the letter was the passage money to America, so that 
decided Terry. On the 17th March, 1928, he sailed from 
Queenstown, Co. Cork and landed in New York six days 
later. He travelled by train to Chicago and on the following 
Monday morning was looking for work on the stockyards.
 He finally got his first job at Sears and Roebuck drawing 
up catalogues. Chicago was a good place for Irish dancing 
and Terry went out dancing a lot. At Gaelic Park there were 
three platforms packed every Sunday night with people 
dancing Mayo, Clare and Kerry sets. He met a lot of Kerry 
people there but not too many from his own area. Among 
the musicians he remembers hearing were Tom Ennis 
(pipes), Joe Sullivan (pipes), and Katie McLoughlin, Nell 
O’Hara, Joe Shanley and Ed Noone (accordions). 
 He worked in Sears for about six months and then got a 
job with Western Electric, which lasted two and a half years 
until he was laid off as the Depression worsened. He found 
a job working as a doorman, in the centre of Chicago. One 
night as he was coming home he saw a sign in a doorway, 
“When you go home travel Cunard”. He went in, bought a 
ticket, and promptly went home. He stayed home for two 
years and four months and did nothing “only roam around, 
riding bicycles and going to dances.” Finally, in 1933 he went 
to Chicago, this time to stay.
 It was now harder than ever to find employment. He 
worked for a while at the World Fair and eventually found 
a steady job with the Illinois Central Railroad where he 
worked for the next 35 years. He had met his wife-to-be 
in Chicago before his trip home. She was Nora Broderick 
from Brosna, Co. Kerry, whose family he knew back home. 
They had met originally at a dance in Gaelic Park and were 
married in June 1938. They had three daughters, Sheila born 
in 1939, Margaret in 1940 and Noreen in 1942.
 As was so often the case with Irish musicians who 
emigrated to America, Terry played no music for a 
good many years - 15 in fact - after arriving. The prime 
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considerations for most immigrants were finding a job, 
adjusting to a new environment and life style, earning a 
living, and, in most cases, raising a family. It is entirely 
understandable that for many players, the music should 
take a back seat in terms of priorities. With greater financial 
security and more leisure time, the music usually would start 
to flow again. Of course, some musicians found it possible to 
earn a few dollars playing in public and this constituted an 
important supplementary source of income for them. Many 
Irish musicians tided themselves and their families over the 
tough Depression years with the money earned from part-
time playing in dance halls and clubs.
 In Terry’s case he didn’t begin to play again until 1943 - 
well after the Depression. It was when his daughters started 
to take dancing lessons that he felt the urge to play once 
more. The possibility of making a few dollars was also an 
incentive. He bought a one-row custom-made melodeon, 
which he affectionately christened “Blackie”. The fingering 
was unfamiliar but he knuckled down to it and within a week 
was able to play five tunes. For the next twenty one years he 
played three nights a week all over Chicago at bars, dance 
halls, parties, weddings, clubs and concerts. Around this 
time he acquired his nickname “Cuz”. Terry sponsored so 
many immigrant relatives from Kerry that eventually he lost 
track. of many of their names, Hence when meeting them 
he would say “Hello, cousin”, which subsequently became 
shortened to “Hello, cuz”. Eventually, Terry in turn became 
known as “Cuz” and the nickname has stuck. Not only does 
everyone call him “Cuz” now but he calls everybody else 
“Cuz” as well. Which isn’t nearly as confusing as it sounds!

 Over the years Terry retained extremely strong ties with 
Glauntane and all the people at home. He has preserved 
constant contact with friends and family. To take but one 
example, he has kept up regular correspondence for thirty-
one years with a nun, Sister Kevin, who lives in a convent at 
home. Since 1956 he has gone home to Kerry nine times. He 
has two brothers, many nieces and nephews and numerous 
friends still living in the Castleisland area.
 His strong attachment to Kerry is surely one of the 
main factors behind his extraordinary retention of the old 
repertoire of tunes he brought over with him. Unlike most 
other immigrant Irish musicians who could keep their 
repertoires by playing with each other constantly in sessions, 
Terry hardly ever had the opportunity to play his own tunes 
with others.
 ”There was no interest in Kerry music at all. If l sat in 
with them l’d have to knuckle down to their type of thing 
… through the years, you’d never hear it. You don’t hear 
much of it today. Any of those slides and polkas, even Denis 
(Murphy) he’d never heard of them.” In the light of this, 
Terry’s ability to hold on to these tunes is nothing short of 
astonishing. “l kept them by humming them. l’d hum them 
at work. Every day a swatch of them would come to me.”
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 About the mid-60s Terry stopped playing in public once 
again, this time because he was disillusioned with certain 
aspects of the commercial scene. That is not to say that he 
retired from creative activity. He wrote poetry, developed a 
fine garden, and produced an astonishing output of highly 
ornate pieces of embroidery. He also continued to play at 
home and composed several tunes as well. On composition 
he says, “I start out by … two or three notes and I keep 
adding on to them, and if I don’t like the addition, I go back 
to the three first notes and then I keep on until I’m satisfied 
with the rhythm and … it doesn’t resemble anything I’ve 
ever heard.” To date he has composed about a dozen tunes, 
two of which are featured on this record.
 Around 1974, Mary McDonagh, the daughter of his 
good friend and musical companion over the years, Jim 
Donnelly, induced him to start playing in public once 
more. He now plays mainly at clubs, concerts and parties. 
Currently with Kerry music becoming increasingly popular, 
Terry is coming into his own. Several selections from his 
playing are published in Larry McCullough’s The Complete 
Irish Tin Whistle Tutor (Silver Spear Publications, Pittsburg) 
and his music has been recently featured on “An Anthology 
of Irish Music in Chicago” issued by Rounder Records. 
Terry’s feelings on all this are perhaps best summed up by a 
little poem he wrote when Denis Doody, Donal O’Connor, 
Ciaran MacMathuna and myself met him during the taping 
session for this record in Chicago in July 1976.

 

 From the Cork and Kerry border comes the stalwart Denis Doody.
 To compare the styles of music he said I think it is my duty.
 He met with Mick Moloney who said we have it in the sack.
 From O’Connor and McMahon here ‘s a chance to bring it back.
 We owe it to our youngsters to expose them to the fact
 That music has many phases and imagination should not lack
 The choice they make will be their own and I hope they will enjoy it
 The style I play is of yesterday and/ do not deny it.
 With the music rage in this space age I hope I live to see
 The music I play is here to stay and not just played by me.
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