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Storytelling Website Launch in Enniscorthy Library : Friday 28th August 2009
Cllr. Anna Fenlon, Cathaoirleach, Wexford County Council, officiating

Today is an important milestone in the development of storytelling in County Wexford.  The Stories from the Hearth website is up and running.  The energy and enthusiasm of Wexford storytellers is on show world-wide.  The local experience in County Wexford is available to other communities, who may be interested in following in our footsteps.  Storytelling in Wexford as a support for education, heritage, literacy is explained.  People know where to go and when, for a taste of the Wexford Storytelling experience.  Local tellers perform on-line for a flavour of treats in store in the local community houses.  We have another cultural resource and another tourist product. This website is indeed an achievement.  Everyone who has been associated with its creation is to be congratulated for their vision and commitment.

Little did the people of Ballyduff and Fr. Jim Finn know what they were starting, when Ár mBreacha, the first Storytelling House, re-opened in the 1990s.  Or maybe they did, because their enthusiasm spread like wildfire.  To Boolavogue, to Bunclody, to Castledockrell.  Now we have storytelling houses also in Ballindaggin, Glenbrien, Oulart, Gorey, Crossabeg and Clonegal.  Just check out the web-site.  
As they have been for hundreds of years, todays storytelling houses are gathering places, where local communities come together to share their joys and sorrows, their celebrations and their concerns.  Stories, songs and poems capture everything that is important in the locality.  There are big stories of births and death, of fairs and fights and journeys.  There are local stories of harvests, of historical events and characters.  All of them capture the spirit of the community, the values that people hold dear, traditions of lifestyles both lively and relevant today and others giving way to new activities.  Storytelling identifies, protects and nurtures the big cultural messages of local identity.

As well as stimulating the storytelling craft, the Community Houses are important development agencies in their own right.  In rural Wexford they offer an alternative to the pub for a night out.  Their traditional hospitality is legendary.  They are free and genuinely welcoming to all.  More than just welcoming, most of all storytelling audiences offer a sincere support to emerging artists and an opportunity for everyone to contribute as they feel comfortable.  We may take this attitude for granted, but it is increasingly rare in modern Ireland and I am delighted to acknowledge and applaud it tonight.  The goodwill, neighbourliness and encouraging attitude of the community houses is as powerful in another way as the entertainments they create.
There is of course another partner in this tale of storytelling and that is our local public library service.  Each public library is a house of stories too, some true, others pure imagination, but a treasure throve for story-lovers whether spoken or written.  The public library is also the major custodian of our heritage in County Wexford.  It is no surprise then, that storytelling has always been a regular part of library work.  The link between the library service and the storytelling houses to create the County Wexford Storytelling Network has been a natural alliance.  Library storytelling supports the Houses with a focus on children, literacy and reading.  It is growing a next generation of performers and enthusiasts.  Its oral history programme, to which some House performers have already contributed, is a further link between memory, story and history. 
Together, the Storytelling Network and library service have organised fora and workshops and new gatherings.  Over the past decade, storytelling has moved outside the library & the community houses into schools, nursing homes, childcare services, fund-raisers, festivals and fleadhs.  It was when the national Fleadh Ceoil na hÉireann was here in Enniscorthy a few years ago that storytelling was revived within it.  There have been seminars and workshops and courses.  The library service brings travelling storytellers to Wexford as often as possible.  Their stories are different and similar to ours.  Their stories are of Ireland and of foreign places.  It is said that there are only seven stories in the world.  We embroider and change those seven stories to suit the time and the place and the people. The similarities and common patterns in storytelling globally are fascinating and reinforced every time guest storytellers visit Wexford.  These collectors and performers validate our Wexford experience.  They demonstrate we are part of a noble world-wide movement and an ancient tradition.

So tonight it is wonderful that we are pulling two strands together.  The ancient craft of storytelling, vibrant today, is served by modern technology and the development of this web-site.  Wexford storytelling experience is live to people all over the world.  
I remember it was the 2005 Review undertaken for us by Dr Donald Smith of the Scottish Storytelling Centre in Edinburgh that recommended a website.  And though it may have been a while coming, that website is up and running now.  Yvonne has thanked a broad range of organisations and individuals for their contribution and support for the development work.  On behalf of Wexford County Council and the County Wexford Storytelling Network, I would like to be associated with Yvonne’s acknowledgements and to join with her in expressing my gratitude also.

However on behalf of all those agencies and on your behalf, I would like to focus my thanks on Yvonne herself.  Yvonne has been a driving force behind the County Wexford Storytelling Network throughout her career to date with Wexford County Council.  She creates and distributes the annual calendar of performances.  She is the woman who is called if a festival or fund-raiser wants storytelling from Wexford.  Yvonne organises the Stories from the Hearth season annually and the Bealtaine programme each May.  She selects and schedules the visiting storytellers, links the schools and community venues, develops the brochure, organises the accommodation, manages the budgets, travel the county north to south, east to west and back again.  Always cheerfully, always efficiently, always graciously.  

For Yvonne, the website project was a Mission.  It is thanks to Yvonne’s determination, persistence and charm that we have a site to launch tonight.  Many people helped along the way.  The Fear and Bean a’Ti of our storytelling houses knew, from long experience, that there was no escape when Yvonne and Alestron arrived, waving their cameras and microphone for the illustrations and pod-casts.  They responded to her determination with grace and with their best stories.  Yvonne was determined that the Stories from the Hearth website would be the best site possible and it is a credit to her.  
On behalf of everyone here and the many people who were not able to attend, thank you and congratulations.

Last but not least, it gives me great pleasure to pronounce the Stories from the Hearth web-site launched.

END
