
3.14  A Method for Miles
  R. L. O’Mealy

One of the unusual aspects of the whole O’Mealy saga is the amount of memorabilia, 
documents and letters which people have seen fit to preserve.  I am sure this is because of 
the importance Richard himself placed on every move he made - an importance he 
impressed on all his pupils and on those who bought his pipes.

While building up our stock of knowledge over the last few years, we were fortunate to 
be given scans by Dr. Lucy Delap of a series of letters from R. L. to her grandparents 
over the course of their purchase of a set of pipes in the 1930s.  These letters contain very 
interesting instructions on how to approach piping but also insights into how O’Mealy 
felt about the state of Irish music.  By the 1930s Richard was married again and seems to 

have been making pipes 
more than playing music 
although from reading 
these letters it would seem 
that he would have 
preferred to be playing 
more concerts.  A 
consistant topic running 
through most of his 
correspondence is financial 
worry.  He gives the 
impression of being in 
great poverty and it would 
seem that he lived frugally 
- Seán Reid is known to 
have bought him a load of 
coal after a visit because 
the house was cold but no 
fire was lit; yet when 
O’Mealy died, his will 
showed that he was, in 
fact, quite wealthy.

Much is to be learned by 
all pipers from close study 
of O’Mealy’s words and 
advice.  He has thought a 
great deal about such 
matters and his advice 
merits heed.  He explains 
all manner of things very 

clearly and when he considers something to be of great importance, he underlines it and 
underlines it again in red and often repeats it a few times.  A good example is his advice 
that one should always ensure there is no twist in the bellows tube, taking great care to set  
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Photograph sent to Miles Delap showing correct posture



it so that the tube is straight when the pipes are up in playing position - he must have 
been exasperated on more that one occasion by kinked bellows tubes!

Rather than try to illustrate what he wrote by re-typing his words and ending up with a 
transcription which is not as clear as the originals, I have decided to just leave the letters 
speak for themselves; they can be read umpteen times without becoming boring.

R. L. is not reluctant to ask for help, as can be seen when he asks the Delaps to 
write to the BBC requesting more O’Mealy, nor is he averse to expressing gratitude for 
payment.

He takes great care of his customers, writing in detail how to mind the instrument and 
how to approach playing it.  His obvious love for his art comes out again and again as 
you read the letters.

The best thing to do is just read through the letters and build up a picture of how the man 
felt and the great amount of care he took in his business.  There is one page of each letter 
on each page of this document and individual scans of the letters can be downloaded 
from the associated files section along with this article.

Ronan Browne
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