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For thousands of local radio listeners, the most influential voice in Celtic music does not speak with an Irish or Scottish accent. It is the soft-spoken Dorchester brogue of Hingham resident Gail Gilmore, who since 1986 has hosted the Saturday evening "Celtic Twilight" program on WUMB-FM (91.9), the station of the University of Massachusetts in Boston and the only full-time folk and roots music station in the country. 

"To me, she is like the Robert J. Lurtsema of Celtic music," said Seamus Connolly, a renowned Irish fiddler and music director of Boston College's Irish Studies Department. "She has a lovely, quiet radio voice, like Robert J. does, a very relaxed style of delivery. She conveys a lot of information about the music but never seems like she's teaching. She doesn't seem to talk at you but with you, which is very important with this music, because for those of us who like it, it's very much the music of ourselves, music of the people. 

That personal style has helped make "Celtic Twilight" one of WUMB's most popular programs. Gilmore took over the show in 1986. It was launched in 1982 by Brian O'Donovan, who hosted it until he had an opportunity to originate "Celtic Sojourn," which airs Saturdays from noon to 2 p.m. on the more powerful WGBH-FM. 

Since Gilmore has presided over "Celtic Twilight," it has expanded from two-and-a-half to five hours and now airs from 4 to 9 p.m. It is perennially among the top three slots for fund-raising during the public station's pledge drives, according to WUMB program director Brian Quinn. 

"Her listeners are so loyal they line up to support it," said Quinn, who lives in Easton. "The things I hear are that she is so warm and personable listeners feel she's talking to them one-to-one, not broadcasting to them. They feel she's sharing the music, like she would in her living room." 

That's no accident. Gilmore begins pulling each week's show together when she gets home Friday from her job as a special education teacher with the Boston public schools. 

"I try to imagine I'm sitting at a kitchen table talking to a friend or member of the family about the music," she said over tea at the kitchen table of her tidy Hingham condominium, where she has lived for the past 10 years. 

"I'm very aware that I'm talking to equals out there, if not to people who know more about the music than I do. I know for a fact that a lot of listeners do know more about it than I do, so I never want to come off like some kind of authority. I know that would turn me right off as a listener." 

Central to her on-air charm is that the awe and wonder she felt the first time she heard traditional Irish music has never quite rubbed off. Like many second-generation Irish-Americans, there was a generational disconnect between her and authentic Irish culture. Her grandparents were all from Ireland, but her American-born parents preferred the American "stage-Irish" pop songs of Bing Crosby and the Americanized dance tunes of Irish show bands to the ancient sound of authentic traditional music. 

The family lived amid close rows of triple-deckers in Dorchester, in a home owned by her maternal grandmother, who spent Saturdays in the parlor with Gilmore and her mother, chatting and spinning tales of her rural Donegal childhood. 

Gilmore remembers her first taste of Irish folk music as though it were yesterday. She was 11 and saw the Clancy Brothers and Tommy Makem on the "Ed Sullivan Show." Instinctively, she knew their brawny ballads were closer to the Ireland in her grandmother's tales than anything she had heard before. 

"I was so drawn to the energy in these big, huge, full-of-story ballads," she said. "This music just rang true to the stories my grandmother told. And the humor was her humor, a similar kind of dry, dark wit. She was very funny." 

The two Clancy Brothers records she begged for as Christmas presents were the first she ever owned, and she played them over and over on her little red suitcase phonograph. She began playing them for her grandmother on Saturdays, which drew out even more Irish stories. They soon discovered some Irish music shows on AM radio, and Saturday became Irish-music day for her. 

Gilmore received an elementary education degree from the old Boston State College, which was incorporated into the University of Massachusetts system, technically making her an alumna of the school where she now hosts "Celtic Twilight." In the late '60s and '70s, she lost touch with Irish music, until one Saturday in 1982 when she twirled her radio dial in hopes of finding something Irish. She heard O'Donovan hosting "Celtic Twilight," and Saturdays immediately became Irish-music day again. 

Through the show, she discovered the fiery, deeply traditional new bands of the Celtic music revival: Irish bands like DeDannan and Bothy Band, Scottish groups like Silly Wizard and Battlefield Band. She immediately recognized they were doing for instrumental music what the Clancys had done for the song repertoire, arranging it for modern ensemble playing while retaining its authentic folk flavor. 

"I was fascinated by the instrumental intricacy," she said. "It all had so much life. It was a revelation to me how Irish and Scottish music were different sides of the same Celtic coin. I also started hearing the Celtic music of Brittany, Wales, Spain, Cape Breton, and saw what a complex, inter-connected culture it is - one that it is still evolving." 

She began volunteering at WUMB and was soon working as a substitute host. When O'Donovan's successor, John Sheehan, left "Celtic Twilight" in 1986, Gilmore was asked if she wanted to host it and has been there ever since. 

One reason the show is so contagious to listeners is that Gilmore does not program the music with changes-of-pace foremost in her mind, as so many disc jockeys do nowadays. She loves to assemble sets of songs and tunes that remain constant in mood, style, or topic. She said she looks for the emotional connection between pieces, whether the joyful exuberance of quick dance tunes or what she called the aching sadness of the ballads. 

"Sometimes I feel like two pieces are talking to each other, having a conversation, and that they just belong together," she said. "I want to make a connection in melody or mood, to chunk together pieces that evoke the same emotion." 

Connolly said, "She gets intimate with the music and with her listeners. She doesn't just come on and say, `Well, you've been listening to this tune by this artist.' She really talks about it, about what she hears in it, where it's from, what connections one tune or artist might have with another. I suppose she has read a lot about the music, she certainly is well-informed about it, but she also knows it in her heart." 

Quinn said WUMB moved the show to Sunday a few years ago, but the outcry from listeners was so intense they immediately moved it back. Somehow her listeners sense that Saturdays with Celtic music is just the right place for Gilmore to be. 

"It hasn't changed for me, you see," she said. "Saturdays were always my time for Irish music, and they still are. The upside is that, boy, now I get to pick out what I want to hear. And I get to share it - that's the really neat part. 
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