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Brenda Wootton

Philip Rush

Brenda Wootton: the “Cornish Nightingale”. An imposing
figure, with a voice so powerful that it could make the room
shake, or so pure, sweet and gentle that it seemed impossible
for such a delicate sound to come from such a generously pro-
portioned body. She could belt out a jazz standard, a rousing
folk song, or the most ethereal of ballads with equal facility.
She sang in Cornish as well as in English, French and Breton.

One of her songs was in French: “Ma Chere Cornouailles”
(My Dear Cornwall), a poignant lament from an exiled Cor-
nishman far from home and longing to see his native fields
again. I heard it at a live performance she made at a local
folk club. I was soon to take a group of my students to Brit-
tany, and this song seemed to be a great choice to teach the
students and to perform while we were there. However, there
was no professionally recorded version available. Brenda had
a concert near my hometown: what could I lose by asking? I
arrived at her dressing room early, gathered my courage, and
knocked on the door. She was graceful enough to invite me in.
I explained who I was, and why I was there. I had brought my
tape recorder, and was going to ask her permission to record
that one song at the concert if she was planning to sing it. She
wasn’t. Then, in an act of generosity that quite overwhelmed

me, she offered to
sing it to me then
and there. I fiddled
with the buttons,
and my  heart
raced as the sweet
sounds of her sing-
ing filled that tiny
room. The song

ended: it was time

for her concert. I played back the tape: disaster! In my haste
I had forgotten to release the pause button. It was time for
her to go. She looked at me, smiled, and sang it all the way
through again. What an amazing lady.

We learned the song, took it to France, and spread a little
bit of Cornwall abroad. I will never forget her incredible act of
kindness nor her patience. Brenda died in 1994; sadly missed,
but never forgotten.
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