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A
cclaimed Sligo singer
Tommy Fleming will soon
be coming over for a short
tour in the UK.

“I’ve been going 25 years and it is
only now I am making a concerted ef-
fort in the UK, as up to now we have al-
ways been so busy in Australia, America
or Canada but I have got to the stage,
I’m 47 now and I just don’t want to be
doing those long-haul flights any more.
With England we can go in and out, it
is just a short flight, so it is more or less
like a tour here in Ireland, so we are
making a concerted effort now.”

l Your big break seemed to come when
you joined Phil Coulter’s concerts. How did
that come about?

“That opened the door for me and it
was a huge door at the time, I have to
say. At the time I was working in

Pubs, clubs, henhouses and out-
houses and anywhere that would have
me, to pay a bill.  

“I was in a pub in
Westport, County
Mayo with a little folk
outfit and Phil Coulter
heard me and, out of
the blue, he asked me
to guest with him and
his orchestra and sing
at the National Con-
cert Hall and the
Cork Opera House
and places like that.
It was a huge leap for
me at 21 years of age. 

“Then at the age
of 22 I ended up on
stage at Carnegie
Hall in New York.
The door had
opened - and it had
led me into a very
good world of
music and it is only
now at the age of 47
that I look back and
realise the lessons
that Phil taught me. 

“From there I
ended up being
taught very quickly
how the industry
worked at that time and
from then Frankie

Gavin came along and I joined the leg-
endary De Danann.”

l That must have been quite a learning
curve and a challenge?

“I will be nice for this interview so,
look, let’s just say I learned how not to
do things, and I had also seen how to do
it, touring China and Australia with
them.

“Whereas Phil was very regimented
and organised and actually very strict,
De Danann were completely the oppo-
site. I would say ‘Are
we not rehearsing?’
and they would
say ‘Sure, there is
no need to re-
hearse.’ Every-
body needs to
rehearse so it was
j u s t

chaos. Karma has a funny way of
coming back to you to bite you on
the arse.

“It was with De Danann that I
first went to Australia and then I
went back there and did gigs on my
own and we now do three nights at
the Sydney Opera House…which is
why I have neglected the UK some-

what.”

l You did your first PBS/USA TV special
from the Basilica at Knock in 2004, how did
that come about?

“It worked fantastic for me and it
was a ‘by accident’ situation. Somebody
said to me once, ‘Why don’t you do a
concert in the Basilica at Knock?’ and I
said ‘Oh no, I would never get into the
place.’ Then I toyed with the idea and
made enquires and all of a sudden I
found out that I could get it. Then I
thought ‘Jazus, if you are going to go
into a venue that big you may as well
film it!’ and then I discovered PBS TV
(In America) through Celtic Woman.
The producer from PBS had ap-
proached me to present their concert of
Celtic Woman from the Helix Theatre
so I did that for a fee and from that I
knew how the PBS model worked. 

“The only problem I had for
the first broadcast was that I
did not have a tour in place.
The second time around I had

t h e

t o u r
set up

and that’s
when we
started to
s e e
s u c -

cess. I
w a s

going into venues like the Town Hall in
New York and the Boston Symphony
Hall. We did the tour, but tours like that
cost an arm and a leg for two months on
the road. 

“It was a lot of work for money that
was not bad but not enough for the
work you’ve put in. Anyway we did a

second PBS TV special called ‘Journey
Home’ and I did that from the INEC. 

“For five months I’ve been toying
with the idea of doing ‘Voice of Hope
Two’ and we now have the go ahead, so
we will do that on the 12 September in
the Cathedral in Galway and will release
it at the end of October.

l Tommy survived a dangerous car crash
in the late ‘90s when he fell asleep at the
wheel but escaped, crawling some
distance in the dark with a broken neck, to
seek help. Did his near death experience
have a spiritual effect on him?

“I honestly would not say it did, as I
am not a religious person as such. I
honestly believe way too much damage
has been done in the name of religion.
Way too much damage in this country,
but I would be spiritual with my way of
doing it with my beliefs. I’m what my
parents, if they were alive, would
have called a “craw thumper’. I
would not be top of the church
aisle every Sunday you can
be certain of that. But by
going into venues like the

Basilica, or the Cathedral, they become
venues

with an atmosphere, which enables
you to do certain material like ‘How
Great Thou Art” and do things with a
full orchestra and choir coming in be-
hind it. In Galway I will be bringing a
full multiracial choir to sing ‘World in
Union with me. I have learned a lot of
lessons from the Americans on how to
do a show and if you are not going to go
in and wow them then it is not going to
work.”

l Tommy performs a varied selection of
songs from a whole range of classic
songwriters from Stephen Foster to Clifford
T Ward and includes classic Irish
standards like ‘The Isle of Innisfree’. So
how does he select his repertoire and how
would he describe his music?

“I have never been able to describe
it. The only way I could begin to de-
scribe it would be as an Irish contempo-
rary folk artiste and what category that
fits into I have no idea. The word  ‘folk’
does conjure up images of Aran
sweaters, so I suppose it is more of
being a contemporary artist. 

“I was once described as the Irish
Josh Grogan, which is a great compli-
ment, but I would not see the compari-
son. 

“Then I was said to be the male
Mary Black, but I do a bigger show than
Mary, with strings and orchestras and
choirs and I have a very different voice
to her, so it is different. 

“How do I choose the songs? I got
into writers like Mary Chapin Carpen-
ter then, of course, I got into Irish writ-
ers like Jimmy McCarthy, Brendan
Graham, John Hurley and I found a
niche in those songs and found some-
thing in them that made me think I
could do a good job on those if I did it
my way. 

“When I hear the song I know - and
there is nothing that I am specifically
looking for - I just know it when I hear
it.”

l Like many artistes these days Tommy is
not supported by a major record company
and seems to do it all with his wife Tina,
who is his manager. What is that like?

“We are completely on our own and
I produce it all independently with my
wife. We were chased for a long time by
some majors which came about from
my association with Universal in Aus-
tralia and ABC, with whom I work
closely. 

“We got all our back catalogue back
and the majors wanted to buy it but
they were not offering enough money
and I never wanted to give it up as I had
fought for too long to get it back and to
get control and gain my independence
and gain exclusivity for myself. 

“Owning your back catalogue is a
huge thing but if one of them came to
me with a good deal for England
and America then I
might think of
selling the
back

catalogue.
“ T h e

p r o b l em

with the UK now is that there are so few
TV platforms to get exposure and what
opportunities that are there are like a
walled fortress, you just can’t get in.

“Even on shows like Graham Nor-
ton, he now gets multinational artistes,
the Madonnas of this world, so you
don’t get a chance.”

l As he is clearly very proud of the
catalogue of work he has built up I asked
him about his recent court case when the
now defunct IrishTV broadcast one of his
concert DVDs without permission and he
was forced to go to court.

“We did win the court case against
IrishTV alright but will never see a
penny of the compensation award of
€150,000. 

“But it was never about the money
as knew we would never see (the
money) from them but it was a matter
of principle, of asserting our rights to
our Intellectual Property, which
IrishTV broadcast and changed, with-
out a licence or permission, from my
company TF Productions.”

l What are your plans for the rest of 2018
and beyond?

“My big thing is to concentrate on
now is putting the ‘Voice of Hope Two’
video together which I’ll be working on
through the summer and I have post-
poned my Australian tour, which I will
now do in 2019. I will be going back to
do about 24 -25 shows, when I only
used to do about 8 or 9. Australia is a
fantastic market when you get in there.”

l Since he began performing 25 years ago
Tommy Fleming has worked with many
famous names so what’s his formula for
success?

“It has all been a strange, but huge,
success for me and has been an incred-
ible journey but the one area that has
evaded me is the UK and I just know it
will take a lot of work. 

“The people I have worked with over
the years are so diverse. I worked with
Kenny Rogers in 2011 and loved work-
ing with him, he was such a gentleman.
Then I worked with Elaine Page, as her
promoter in Australia asked me to do
the first hour
and then
join her at
the end
for her
c o n -
certs on
her tour.
I got on
with her
like a house
on fire. It was
from working
with her
that I

got invited to duet with Vince Gill, so I
flew to Nashville and did that. There is
a great variety in the artistes I have
worked with but I can fit in with them
and do my thing and it works and it is
good on the CV to show I’ve worked
with all these people.

“I’ve never had a goal in mind so I
don’t have a target in mind as far as my
career goes. (Actually) I suppose, in the
corner of my eye, I do - as I’d love to fill
the Albert Hall.

“But I am making a very decent liv-
ing, so I do have half an eye on the prize
in that sense, but it’s my be-all and end-
all. Much better things are important to
me like life and my family. Everybody
has to have an ego but you have to be
careful you don’t start believing your
own press. There are things more im-
portant than your career.

“I was described once as The Voice of
Ireland and I burst out laughing. It was
a quote from The New York Times and
made it sound as if I was marching up
and down O’Connell Street protesting
for workers’ rights. Ok, call me The Voice
of Ireland but there are loads of people
in Ireland that have better voices than
me but they have never got the chance
to be exposed.”

l Tommy is touring here in the UK in April
and among the venues he will be playing is
the Union Chapel in Islington, a great venue
for a special performer like him. How much
is he looking forward to it?

“The problem with the UK is that
the music industry has changed drasti-
cally, it is almost impossible to get a
look in. (But) we are making a con-
certed effort on the UK and will be
playing Glasgow and other places.

In London we’re doing the
Union Chapel, a 900-
seater. Filling it might
be a miracle but it’s
a lovely venue and
worth the try. We
are going in blind
but the only way
to make a start in
the UK is to
book the venue
and just do it.”
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Tommy Fleming wants to make up for neglecting UK
audiences and would now like, someday, to fill the Royal

Albert Hall, he tells Michael McDonagh

Hello England (*and
Wales and Scotland)

Vince Gill

Elaine Paige whom Tommy has
supported on tour in Australia

I’m 47 now and
don’t fancy all
those long-haul
flights any more,
and England is
just so near.”“


