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 Irish/American Songs 

Most of the songs mentioned in this chapter are songs from ‘Tin Pan Alley,’ the 
unstructured institute in a small alley in New York City that housed numerous popular music 
publishing companies. The ‘Alley’ in the 1890s began the practice of publishing songs (with 
verse and chorus) and marketing them for the whole nation, not just restricted to a small area or 
ethnic group. During the Civil War many Irish emigrants joined the Union army and a number 
of Irish ballads were beginning to appear. Even the famous Dan Emmett, the composer of the 
song ‘Dixie’ was an Irish American. 

The Irish emigration mostly began between the 1820s and the early 1890s. Between 
1846 and 1950 a half million emigrants came – mostly because of the Irish potato famine. 
Publishers began to promote songs of ethnic groups, i.e. Irish, Italian, etc. and some 
songwriters of Irish decent began writing songs with Irish themes. Ernest Ball and others began 
having ‘hits’ with songs of Irish themes. These songs became an integral part of the American 
stage and popular music, from burlesque and vaudeville to Tin Pan Alley. 

From Tin Pan Alley we find songs about Irish girls: “Molly Malone,” ‘Sweet Rosie 
O’Grady,” “Peggy O’Neil,”  “Mickey,” Maggie,” “Kathleen,” and of course, for the men – 
“Danny Boy,” and “MacNamara’s Band. 

Many songs described Ireland – “Galway Bay,” “I Little Bit of Heaven,” and “How are 
Things in Glocca Morra?” 

Some songs describe the Irish enthusiasm such as: “It’s a Great Day for the Irish,” 
“MacNamara’s Band,” and “The Same Old Shillegalh. Others express feelings such as 
“Mother Machree,” and “Irish Lullaby.” 

The songs appearing in this chapter all have stories about how or why they were written 
and most appear in the repertoire of most Americans who are Irish, if even for just a day on 
March 17th.  

Harrigan 
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This song, written by George M. Cohen in 1907 was in the Broadway play “50 Miles 
from Boston.” It was written in honor of the great and famous vaudevillian Edward “Ned” 
Harrigan, a multi-talented man who was a playwright, actor, producer, singer, lyricist, 
comedian and the ‘other’ man in the act of “Harrigan and Hart.” Cohen idolized Harrigan. The 
team of Harrigan and Hart (real name Anthony Cannon) established and popularized musical 
comedy theater in the U. S. Harrigan was one of the most beloved theatrical figures of his era.  
He was one of 13 children of which only 4 survived. His wife and he had 10 kids of which 3 
didn’t survive. 
 In the song the word ‘devil’ is an Irish expression meaning ‘hardly.’ Cohen’s real name 
was O’Cromhen, later changed to Keohane and then to Cohen.  
 The song was used in the TV show “Harrigan and Son.” 
 At the first performance of the song in the show “50 Miles from Boston” sat Edward 
“Ned” Harrington, beaming from his seat in the audience as his name-song was sung by 
Cohen. 
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Danny Boy 

 

 
Fred Weatherly 

Three versions of the story: 
 
 1) Once, a long time ago there was an old man who had raised many sons who he loved 
dearly. A war raged over the land that they lived in and one by one he saw each of them go off 
to fight and not return. Then one day, as harvest time drew near, he knew that his youngest and 
most precious son would soon be going off to fight just as his brothers before him. The old 
man was sad and knew that he may never see his last boy alive. He looked intently at the 
young lad, and with tears in his eyes he sang this song. 
 

2) The song is said to be based on a happening which occurred centuries ago when 
Ireland was divided into small serfdoms or kingdoms which warred among themselves. In 
those days a king would really lead his troops into war. According to the story, an old king lay 
dying when a battle was about to begin. He called his son Daniel to his bedside and explained 
that now the son must lead the army to battle. This song celebrates the words of the king to his 
son. 

 
3) Words date back centuries. Current lyrics in 1910 are by Fred Weatherly, who had 

never been to Ireland. It is said he wrote it about his dog Danny. 
 
The tune, an old folk tune was called “Londonderry Airs” refer to the same place, a city 

in the north of Ireland. The name of the old town “Derry” is thought to have derived from an 
Irish root meaning “oak tree.” Fred Weatherly’s sister-in-law had heard a tune played by Irish 
immigrants in the gold fields of Colorado and sent it to Weatherly in England. Fred Weatherly 
was an attorney in England who also dabbed in song writing. 

Fred Weatherly has described his writing of Danny Boy. He writes: 
“In 1912 a sister-in-law in America sent me “The Londonderry Air.” I had never heard 

the melody or even heard of it. By some strange oversight the composer (sic: rumored to be a 
man named Moore) had never put words to it. …It so happened that I had written in March of 
1910 a song called “Danny Boy,” and re-written it in 1911. By lucky chance it only required a 
few alterations to make it fit that beautiful melody.” 

The history of the origin of the tune goes back to a blind fiddle from Myroe named 
Jimmy McCurry (1830-1910). Jane Ross heard the fiddler play the tune and wrote it down 
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around 1851 when McCurry was in his twenties. In 1855 the tune was published in a collection 
“The Ancient Music of Ireland.” It is said to be a 17th century Irish folk song. It was not until 
1912 that Weatherly wrote the lyrics to the tune.  

 

 
 
A Four Leaf Clover 
 This song was written by Mort Dixon and Harry Woods. The four leaf clover is a good 
luck symbol and according to legend, Eve carried a 4 leaf clover from the Garden of Eden. The 
Druids held the 4 leaf clover in high esteem and also thought it a sign of good luck. The Irish 
shamrock translated means a little clover. Woods also wrote Whispering, Side by/Side, Bye Bye 
Blackbird and many other hit songs. 
 The song had a revival in 1948 by the Art Mooney Band. Albert Jazzbo Collins, a disk 
jockey in Salt Lake City played it on his program and was deluged with requests for replaying 
it numerous times. He announced that he would play it all afternoon. This brought on a storm 
of protest and the playing of the record was reported by the wire service throughout the country 
and led to demands of the recording and the song became a national best seller. Its popularity 
resulted in the song being in the motion picture Jolson sings Again in 1940. When the film the 
Jazz Singer was made with Danny Thomas (singing the song in the picture), it again became a 
hit in 1953 
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Molly Malone (Cockles and Mussels) 

 This Irish song is about a young woman who sold cockles and mussels from a 
wheelbarrow many years ago in Dublin. Malone would push her wheelbarrow full of goods to 
where they could best sell. A cockle is a shellfish and eaten as a fresh snack food with vinegar. 
A mussel is like a clam and is also a popular seafood item. In the Netherlands it is eaten with 
French Fries or with pasta. 
 According to legend Molly was the most beautiful girl in 18th century Dublin. The song 
is attributed to James Yorkson of Edinburgh. There is a statue at the bottom of Grafton Street 
in Dublin erected in 1987 of Molly. 
 The earliest copy of the song was dated to a publication in Cambridge, Massachusetts 
in 1883 but is believed to be from a melody that dated after 1850 
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When You and I Were Young, Maggie 

 Canadian school teacher Geo. W. Johnson wrote these moving lyrics as a loving tribute 
to the memory of his wife Maggie, who died in the first year of their marriage. The melody is 
by James A. Butterfield and published in 1866. The story began almost a century and a half 
ago. George was a handsome young man, with a wealth of dark curly hair and a full handlebar 
mustache. In 1859 he obtained his teaching certificate and took a position in Glanford 
Township in Ontario where he met and became enamored with Maggie Clark, 3 years his 
junior. 
 At part of his courtship he wrote a poem to express his love for Maggie who was one of 
his students. In the fall of 1864 they married. He took a job as a newspaperman in Buffalo, 
moving on to Cleveland. On May 12, 1865, 7 months after their marriage, Maggie passed 
away. George returned to Canada and became a professor of languages at the Univ. of Toronto. 
The memories of George and Maggie live on in the music of James Butterfield. He read the 
poem, liked it and set it to music in 1866. It is believed that George and James never met. 
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I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen 

 Written by Thomas Paine Westendorf, a native of Virginia. In the fall of 1875 the 
family was living in Louisville, Kentucky, but the sudden death of Mrs. Westendorf’s son 
brought on illness and a doctor prescribed a change in surroundings. Mrs. Bettendorf expressed 
a desire to join her mother in New York but dreaded the winter journey. Thomas promised to 
take her there in the spring. After Mrs. W. went to bed that night, he began to improvise at 
random on the piano. He thought of an old composition by George Parsely titled “Barney I’ll 
Take You Home Again.” The title yielded a sentiment thought about what was said earlier in 
the evening with his wife. In an hour he had written the words and music for ”Kathleen,” the 
name he called his wife - Her name was Jane. The song was first sung in Macaulay’s Theatre 
in Louisville at a benefit for a Catholic Church by a local tenor. It became popular and 
eventually was adopted by Ireland. 
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It’s a Great Day for the Irish 

 This song was written by Roger Edens in 1940 for a Irish parade up 5th Avenue in New 
York City for the movie based on the G. M. Cohan’s play Little Nellie Kelly. It pictured  singer 
Judy Garland singing and marching up 5thAvenue with George Murphy (as her father), Charles 
Winninger (as her grandfather), and Douglas McPhail (as her boyfriend). The lively song 
includes a special verse of difficult tongue-twisting rhyming Irish surnames and places.  
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Peg O’ My Heart 

 Written by Fred Fischer and Alfred Bryan in 1913. A stage play Peg O’ My Heart 
sponsored a contest for a song to accompany the play. The winners were Fischer and Bryan, 
who were awarded the $1000 prize. The song was not in the play but used to promote it and 
later was used in the 1913 Ziegfeld Follies. The song had an Irish theme but Bryan was 
Canadian and Fischer was German. It came back into popularity with the 1947 hit of the 
Harmonicats. 
 

 
 

 
 

Did Your Mother Come From Ireland?  
 Jimmy Kennedy had the talent and natural ability to translate a small story into a very 
succinct lyric and add it to a melody usually written by a co-writer.  
 Michael Carr relates an experience he had while riding on a train to Dublin with 
Kennedy. Kennedy overheard an Irishman ask a young lady if her mother was Irish. “No,” 
came the reply, “But my father was.” 
 This expression led to another inspired Kennedy lyric - Did Your Mother Come From 

Ireland? Bing Crosby had a hit with his record of this song. 
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The Rose of Tralee 

  This is a song about a woman called Mary living in the town of Tralee. The melody 
was taken from a 19th century Irish ballad. Because of her beauty she was called “The Rose of 
Tralee.”  This tradition of naming a local beauty ‘Rose’ existed in the town of Tralee well into 
the turn of the 19th century. The lyrics are attributed to C. Morrdaunt Spencer and the music to 
Charles William Glover. Some accounts attribute the song to a William P. Mulchinock, a 
wealthy Protestant, written out of love for Mary O’Connor, a poor Catholic maid in service to 
his parents. There is now a ‘Rose of Tralee’ festival held annually in Tralee, County Kerry, 
where a young woman is chosen and crowned ‘the Rose of Tralee.’  
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The Same Old Shillelagh 

 

 
 

 A shillelagh is a wooden club usually made from a stout knotty stick with a large knob 
on the end and has been associated with Ireland’s folklore. It was named after the Shillelagh 
Forest in County Wicklow, a forest of oaks. They are commonly the length of a walking stick. 
A method of Shillelagh fighting has evolved over a period of thousands of years. In the distant 
past it was used for settling disputes in a gentlemanly manner. 
 It was an English writer who, on seeing an oak cane and knowing where it came from, 
coined the term Shillelagh. Eventually it became synonymous for any Irish walking stick. 
Carrying a Shillelagh was viewed as a passage to manhood for young boys becoming of age. 
The technique of using it took years of practice to master. This history is the main theme of the 
song. 
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Galway Bay 

 This song was written by Dr. Arthur Ckolhan in the city of Leicester. When he was still 
a boy he moved to The ‘Crescent of Galway.’ He married a girl from Galway. Whenever he 
visited Galway (having settled in Leicester) he would gather his family and they would sing 
until late into the night. He wrote Galway Bay in 1927 years before it became popular 
throughout the world. The original phrase “For the English came and tried to teach us their 
way” when the song was finally published was changed to: “For the Strangers came and…..” 
His sister-in-law Gertie O’Conner remarked that: “he was a funny little man who had little 
interest in either money or glory.” Ckolhan died in 1952 and is buried in Galway. 
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Macnamara’s Band 

 The song was written by Shamus O’Connor and John J. Stamford in 1917. It was first 
introduced and recorded in England and did not take long for it to jump over the pond to 
America and it soon became a favorite. It was recorded by Bing Crosby in 1945. It is believed 
that it was the only song written by the composers. 
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How Are Things in Glocca Morra? 

 This song is from the Broadway musical “Finian’s Rainbow.” It should be pointed out 
that there is no actual Glocca Morra in Ireland. The title is not a Gaelic word. The name was 
made up by Burton Lane (Burton Levy) who wrote the music. The lyricist E. Y. Harburg 
(Isidore Hockbery) insisted on changing the title from “There’s a Glen in Glocca Morra” to 
“How are Things in Glocca Morra,” as it was more personal. 
  At first Burton Lane had trouble writing ‘the Irish song’. Yip Harburg had written a 
working title “There’s a Glen in Glocca Morra.” Burton worked out 50 opening phrases but 
still was having trouble deciding on the one he really liked. He described his final decision: 
“One day, Harburg came over and asked how the song was going. Yip then said, “Well, let’s 
hear something.” And very sarcastically Lane picked up his manuscript book and said, “I’m 
going to start with the first one.” Then he started to play. Yip was sitting across the room from 
Lane and when Lane looked over at his face I knew he was hearing something he liked. Yip 
then said, “Play it again.” When I started to play Yip stopped me and said, “No start it all over 
again as “How are Things in Glocca Morra?” I then knew we had it. I knew we were home. 
Who cares if there’s a glen in Glocca Morra? They never played the other 49. 
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Sweet Rosie O’Grady 

 The song is credited to Maude Nugent (1877-1958) but some say it was her husband 
William Jerome (lyrics) and John O’Brien who wrote the melody. Several publishers refused to 
publish it and it was only through Maude Nugent’s performances that it became a hit, and 
finally published in 1896.  It was used in a 1943 Betty Grable Film. 
 When Maude Nugent first presented to the publisher it was turned down thinking that 
songs with girl’s names were no longer valid commercially. She left and was headed for 
another publisher when the first publisher had a change of heart at 5thAvenue and 20th Street 
and told her he was ready to buy it. He paid her a few hundred dollars for the rights and made a 
fortune through its sales in sheet music. Nugent never wrote another song. 

 
 
Believe Me If All Those Endearing Young Charms 

 This was recognized as an Irish song of the early 1800s. The tune is said to have been 
used for the poem “My Lodging it is in the Cold Ground” and also associated with another tune 
by Locke. It was first printed in 1737 in London, but it is thought to be much older. In 1808 
Thomas Moore wrote the lyrics that are popular today. It is said that Moore wrote the lyrics for 
the wife of the Duke of Wellington when she had suffered facial scars from smallpox, though 
there is some doubt that this is true as they were married in 1806 and their relationship was 
known not to be an affectionate one. Another theory is that Moore wrote it for his own wife. 
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My Wild Irish Rose 

This song was written in 1899 by John Olcott. Songs of the 19th century were a series of 
verses - poems set to music, without refrain, or ‘chorus’ until the 1840s, when refrains began to 
be added. A new style developed by Tin Pan Alley songwriters in the 1890s, included a short 
piano introduction followed by the verse-chorus form, but with music that emphasized the 
chorus. Alcott also wrote: “Mother Machree” (1911), and, “When Irish Eyes are Smiling” 
(1912). 
 His widow, Margaret O’Donovan Olcott, told the following story after his death: 
 “In 1898 they were visiting Ireland and while they were walking at Glenaris, County 
Cork, a young boy gave her a flower. She asked the name of it and he replied, “Sure, it’s a wild 
Irish Rose.” She put the rose in an album and later when he asked her for suggestions for a title 
for a tune she opened the album, pointed to the flower and said, “There’s the title for your new 
song.” 
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Mother Machree & When Irish Eyes Are Smiling  

 

 
 

 The words for these two songs were written by George Graff, an American of German 
descent who had never been to Ireland and composer Chayuncey Olcott. They were from the 
Broadway show “The Isle of Dreams” for the show season of 1912. The songs were 
pronominally Irish themes set in 1799 at the time of Napoleon’s threatened invasion of Ireland 
and follows adventures and love affair of one Ivor Kelway. Kelway is mistaken for a French 
spy. Much of the action is in a pub run by his foster mother on a small island off the Irish coast. 
The Pub and the island are called The Isle of Dreams. Both the songs are sung in the 
production and both were big hits. The song “When Irish Eyes are smiling” was used as a 
theme song for the 1954 radio program “Duffy’s Tavern” starring Ed. Gardner.   
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Peggy O’Neil 

 Peggy O’Neil was a famous actress and musical comedy star and the star of the 
production “Peg ‘O My Heart.” She was the inspiration for the song “Peggy O’Neil.”  She was 
best known as a voice actor (one who adds voices to cartoons, etc.) and a voice in “Sea Quest,” 
and “Swamp Thing.” She was born in 1898 in Gneeveguilla, County Kerry and died in 1960. 
 She is the mother of Eugene Orowitz, who is better known as Michael Landon of 
Bonanza fame. She was also the very first person to be interviewed on a ‘televisor’ as the sets 
were then known at Britain’s Home Exhibition in South Hampton in April of 1930. 
 The song was written by Harry Pease, Ed. G. Nelson and Gilbert Dodge in 1921.  
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A Little Bit of Heaven 

 The lyrics are by the American poet J. Keirn Brtennan who also wrote the lyrics to the 
song “Let the Rest of the World Go By.” The Music is by Ernest Ball, the composer of many 
other popular songs and a lover of Ireland throughout his life. He also wrote the Irish songs: 
“Mother Machree,” and “When Irish Eyes are Smiling.” This song (“Little Bit of Heaven”) is 
from the C. Olcott production of “The Heart of Paddy Whack.” 
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It was Only an Irishman’s Dream 

 This song was written by Rennie Cormack, J. O’Brien and Al Dubin in 1916. It was in 
the 1916 Broadway comedy “Broadway and Buttermilk” a love story. The star of the show and 
the singer of this song was Blanche Ring. The lyrics are clever in that they portray New York 
in Irish terms as ‘the shamrocks were growing on Broadway.’ It truly is an ‘Irishman’s Dream.’  
 

 

 

The Lakes of Pontchartrain 
 This song is an American Civil War song and was brought back to Britain and France 
by the soldiers fighting in the War of 1812. Its chord structure is similar to the Beatles hit 
“Blackbirds.” Geographically there is only one Lake Pontchartrain about 5 miles north of New 
Orleans. The song has been performed by Peter, Paul and Mary, who performed a version of 
the tune “Lily of the West,” by Bob Dylan and other popular music groups through the years. It 
became known as an “English street ballad” from about 100 years ago. While many see the 
song as an Irish ballad. Others claim that it is a traditional Creole love song. The reference in 
the lyrics to railroad cars makes the date of the song later then the 1812 date.  
 The lyrics speak of a man meeting a pretty Creole girl and asked her to marry him but 
the girl had a lover who was away at sea.  
 
The Irish version contains the following 1st few lines: 
 
“When I first came to Ireland some pleasures for to find 
It’s there I spied a damsel fair, so pleasing to my mind 
…….The lily of the west.” 
 
Another version first is found in 1839: 
 
“I just came down from Louisville some pleasure for to find; 
A handsome girl from Michigan, so pleasing to my mind. 
…….The lily of the West.” 
 

25



The traditional lines of “Lakes of Pontchartrain” 
 
“’Twas on one bright March morning, I bid New Orleans adieu 
And I took the road to Jackson town, my fortune to renew 
I cursed all foreign money, no credit could I gain 
Which filled my heart with longing for the lakes of Pontchartrain.” 

 
The melody varies from version to version but that is typical of a folk song. 
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The Bells of St. Mary’s 

 This song, written by British playwright Douglas Furber and Australian A. Emmett 
Smith, was written in 1914. It became popular in 1956 in the Movie with Bing Crosby entitled 
“The Bells of St. Mary’s” a sequel to the earlier movie “Going My Way.” The song was first 
rejected by publishers but finally, after being a hit in England, reached America in 1917 and 
became a hit. The song is said to have been written about the bells in St. Mary’s Cathedral in 
Sidney, Australia, the largest church in that country and its loft contains 12 bells and is known 
for their use during special holy days, weddings, etc. 
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Mickey 

 In 1918 Neil Moret (Charlie Daniels) and Harry Williams originated the idea of using 
popular music to promote a film. The song “Mickey” was published a full year before the 
release of what was to become a highly successful film. Thus began Hollywood’s interest in 
the popular music business, eventually resulting in an enormous migration of east coast 
songwriters to Hollywood. This song was the very first ‘movie’ title song. 
 Neil Moret (real name Charles Daniels) was known as the composer of “Chloe,” 
“Hiawatha,” “Moonlight & Roses,” “You Tell Me Your Dream,” and many other pop hits. 
 Actress Mabel Normand (1892-1930) was the star of the film “Mickey.” The famous 
director Max Sennett did the film and Normand, very famous in her time, made numerous 
films during her career. Unfortunately she got into drugs and even was involved in two 
different murder cases, both of which she really didn’t have any direct involvement in. She 
died of pneumonia brought on by tuberculosis in 1930. 
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Irish Lullaby 

 This song was written in 1913 by James Shannon for the Chauncey Olcott’s musical 
“Shameen Dhu” (black Jamie). Shannon was born in Adrian, Michigan. The song was made 
popular by its appearance in the movie “Going My Way” with Bing Crosby. The song 
combines sentiments of the Irish and the use of the “Mammy” influence of the era. 
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Wearing of the Green 

 The song is an old Irish street ballad, published by Dion Boucicault (1822-1890) and it 
is said to have the earliest date of 1747. Bourcicault was an Irishman born in Dublin. He was a 
playwright. The color green became a symbol for Irish independence. He migrated to New 
York and there wrote one of his better known songs “Sidewalks of New York.” The ‘Napper 
Tandy,’ mentioned in the lyrics was a shopkeeper and political activist in Dublin who having 
been identified by the British as a United Irish revolutionary, had to flee to France. After the 
American Revolution the Irish thought it a good time to also revolt. The English would execute 
any Irish person that wore green.  
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Little Annie Rooney 

 This is a 19th century song written by Michael Nolan. The heroine of the song later 
became a popular comic strip called “Little Orphan Annie.” The English singer Annie Hart 
brought the song to the U.S. It was said to have been written in 1890. 
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