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The following extract is from the book Percy 

French and his Songs by James N. Healy, pub-

lished in 1966. 

William Percy French was born on the 

1st May, 1854 at the family residence, 

Cloonyquin House, in the midlands of 

Ireland, about ten miles from the town 

of Roscommon, and two miles from the 

Tulsk Cross-roads on the Castlebar-

Ballina road. His father was Christo-

pher French, a scholarly man who was a 

Doctor of Law, and a Justice of the 

Peace. His mother came from Carrick-

on-Shannon, a town in pretty sur-

roundings about twenty miles to the 

north of Roscommon. She was the 

daughter of the Rev. William Percy, 

who was the Protestant Rector of the 

town.  

The French family settled in Galway in 

Elizabethan times, and moved in the 

17th century to Cloonyquin. There, 

they had a fine estate, and so, for many 

years, were part of the ‘landlord’ class 

unpopular with the Irish peasantry be-

cause of the hard application of the 

tenantry laws. This disaffection was the 

cause of much trouble but the Frenchs 

had a reputation as ‘good’ landlords, 

and the good relationship of the family 

with their tenantry was the beginning 

of the love and understanding which 

Percy French developed for the people 

of the land. French had a happy boy-

hood around the countryside of his 

home in Roscommon.  

From these days, wandering around 

fields and misty bogs of that part of 

Ireland in 

which his 

youth was 

centred, he 

derived a love 

of the coun-

tryside and its 

people which 

e x p r e s s e d 

itself later on 

i n the deli-

cate water 

paintings and 

his many 

songs. He 

loved ani-

mals; disliked 

people who were unkind to them; and 

in early years through the fashion of 

musical evenings spent in his own and 

in neighbours’ houses, developed a tal-

ent for music and improvisation.   

Many of the older generation will re-

member the little figure with flowing 

white hair and moustache who came to 

entertain them at Bundoran, Kilkee or 

others of the many seaside places, for it 

was an event of his time when Percy 

French came to town—whether the 

town was Dublin or London: Lisdoon-

varna or New York. They heard him 

maybe once or twice a year, and then 

he was gone over the next horizon with 

his banjo, his bicycle and box of col-

oured chalks: leaving them happy for 

the humming of a new ballad, or with 

revived memories of one they had 

heard before.  

Percy French was a remarkable person: 

a member of the gentry who became a 

wandering professional troubadour, 

and who had all the artistic talents at 

his command— he was verse-maker 

and composer, artist and singer: story-

teller par excellence. It is perhaps for-

gotten, or not realised, that he was one 

of the most popular entertainers of his 

time with a solo performance which 

lasted over two hours, and for which he 

wrote all his own material: an easy-

going, amiable man whose inner 

strength, nevertheless, enabled him to 

deal calmly with a great amount of trib-

ulation, and in his own surprising way, 

made a success of his life.   
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From The Strokestown Democrat, Novem-

ber 1919 

Killina Industrial Show will be held on 

Saturday next, 1st Novr. The number of 

exhibits surpass by far those of previ-

ous years and include knitting, needle-

work, cookery, laundry, darning, 

patching, butter, etc. A special feature 

of the show will be the section for 

school children (presently on rolls) 

which include sewing and knitting for 

which very good money prizes will be 

given; arts and crafts, etc. All exhibits, 

sent by post to the president Rev M 

Keane, will be in their proper place on 

day of show. The Secretary, Mr J J 

Toolin, in conjunction with the Com-

mittee, have the necessary arrange-

ments complete for the holding of this 

popular and instructive annual fixture.  

  

The above from The Roscommon Messenger, 

June 1908 

Above from Roscommon Herald,  October  1924 

The above advert appeared in the Strokestown Democrat in January 1938. If you 

know where Mr O’Connor operated from we’d love to hear more!
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