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Introduction
Music has always been central to everyday

life in Newfoundland and Labrador. From work
songs to hymns and fiddle tunes to symphonies,
musical expression plays an important part in the
cultural life of this province. Choral director and
accompanist Nish Rumboldt proved that the folk
and classical singing traditions in the province
need not be separate. Through his role as a
choirmaster and music educator, he made music
fun and accessible to people across the province.
He also used choral concerts to bring
Newfoundland folk songs to a wider audience.
Nish Rumboldt was admired across the province
for what one writer called "the ability to transfer
his verve and love of life to a choir and on to an
audience."(Morgan 1978, 6) During his 40-year
career and beyond, he was essential to the
creation of a choral music community that
flourished in communities throughout
Newfoundland and Labrador.

Early Life and Career
Ignatius “Nish” Rumboldt was born in 1916,

one of seven children in a fishing family living in
Curling. Upon his mother’s death in 1921, the
family split up and six year old Nish was sent with
his brothers to the Mount Cashel Orphanage in St.
John’s. The orphanage had a well-established
choral program. Local businessman and musician
Charles Hutton also started up band and
performing arts classes shortly before Nish

arrived. Supported by his two brothers and by a
mentor at the orphanage, Nish thrived in his
music lessons. (Woodford, 1984, 9) His musical
talent caught the notice of Hutton, whom the
boys at the orphanage warmly called “the old
professor.” Hutton took a personal interest in
Nish’s education. He helped him access advanced
lessons in voice and music theory. This education
served Nish well as one of the stars of the
orphanage’s musical performances that toured
the island in the summer during the 1920s and
1930s. (Woodford 1984, 12)

Fig. 1: A young Nish (right) poses with a fellow
musician from the orphanage, c. 1930-31 (E. Felix)

Nish was only 15 years old when Hutton,
who’d served nearly 60 years as the organist at
the Basilica of St. John the Baptist, offered him
the position of assistant organist in 1931. Nish had
been considering drama school. He initially
hesitated to take the offer, feeling under-qualified
for the unspoken commitment to become head
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organist after Hutton’s retirement. With some
encouragement from a mentor at the orphanage,
Nish decided to accept the career opportunity.
Hutton retired 5 years later in 1936 and Nish took
on the new role of organist and choral director at
the Basilica. He held the post for the next 16
years. During this time, Nish regularly organized
concerts for broader city audiences, to great
acclaim. “My lord, we had orchestra[s] with
sixty-five pieces [during] the war years,” he
remembered many years later. “[P]eople would
say ‘Nish, where did you get the violin players’,
you know, and I say you forget because there was
a world war on, we had ten thousand officers at
[Fort] Pepperell…many of the officers had their
wives and they were top musicians.” (Rumboldt,
1989)  Nish also taught choirs at Catholic schools
across the city and was an early supporter of the
Kiwanis Music Festival competition. (Woodfood
1984, 35)

Building a Choral Community with
MUN Extension

Fig. 2: Nish Rumboldt (front row, far left) with other
members of the MUN Extension faculty,  1961.
(MUN Archives and Special Collections, S.J. Carew
Collection)

Nish Rumboldt is probably best known for
his work in establishing choirs across the province
in the 1950s and 1960s. After leaving his job as
the Basilica organist in 1952, Nish spent the next
eight years as the musical director at CJON with
the CJON Glee Club.  The popular Glee Club aired

a weekly television broadcast of Newfoundland
folk music and put out several folk records during
Nish’s tenure as director. At the same time, Nish
was working as a part-time lecturer in music
education at Memorial University. He left CJON in
1960 to be a full-time faculty member with MUN
Extension. (Fig. 2) There, he established the St.
John’s Extension Choir and over 30 other
Extension-linked choirs “from Whitbourne to
Wabush.” (Mulloy 1978)  Nish also came up with
the idea to add an orchestra to MUN Extension’s
offerings.  The St. John’s Orchestra, begun in
1962, went on to become the Newfoundland
Symphony Orchestra. (Dunsmore 1997, 110)

Fig. 3:  Nish Rumboldt conducts the MUN Glee Club
in concert, c. 1960s-1970s. (MUN Archives and
Special Collections, S.J. Carew Collection)

Among students at Memorial University,
Nish was best known as the director of the MUN
Glee Club. (Fig. 3 ) In the words of a former Glee
Club member, Nish “had a devilish sense of
humour and Glee Club rehearsals were sprinkled
with his witticisms, which we loved. It was my
favourite hour of the week…as much for Nish’s
patter between songs as for the singing.” (Ted R.,
pers. comm, 2020) Another member credited his
time at Nish’s Glee Club in the late 1950s and
early 1960s with strengthening his confidence,
bringing him lasting friendships and fostering a
lifelong participation in music. (Dennis K., pers.
comm., 2020) Nish’s dedication to his students
went beyond rehearsal hours; he was known to
stop along the road on his morning drive to the
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university and offer rides to students walking to
class in poor weather. (Ted R. pers. comm. 2020)

In the post-Confederation era of the 1950s
and 1960s, Newfoundland was still discovering its
identity as the youngest province of Canada. Part
of the identity-making process involved the
revival of Newfoundland folk music traditions.
Nish was one of the first conductors to add
Newfoundland folk songs to the choral repertoire,
creating arrangements that were “dramatic and
effective, without losing the beauty” of the
original song. (Woodford 1984, 44) He hoped
choristers and audiences alike would “hear our
own folk music [and] develop an interest.” (MUN
Extension Services 1983) Rumboldt became
known for conducting his choral groups in spirited
interpretations of Newfoundland “musical
gem[s],” often popular favourites from the Gerald
S. Doyle songbook. Newfoundland audiences
certainly had an appetite for Rumboldt’s new
renditions of well-loved songs. The three albums
of folk songs that Nish recorded with the CJON
Glee Club and St. John’s Extension Choir sold in
the thousands. Nish was keen to represent the
province’s folk music in more formal arenas as
well. “I used every opportunity I could,” he later
recalled. “[I]f we were asked to sing at a
government banquet and we had distinguished
visitors, we’d sing a little of every type of music,
but I’d be sure to finish up with Newfoundland
music.” (MUN Extension Services 1983)

A few classically-trained faculty members
at MUN’s Department of Music looked down on
Rumboldt’s work with amateur choirs, particularly
his practice of teaching songs by ear instead of
using sheet music. But most faculty and members
of the choral community—including his former
choristers—praised him for making choral music
enjoyable and accessible for all singers, even
those with no prior training. (Schafer 202, 85) As
a choral director who worked with Nish explained,

“[M]ost choral groups, like in the cities or
whatever, they audition. And most times
they have to be able to read music. Well,
that’s not going to work in a small [town]

because you just don’t have those people.”
(Jean C.-H., pers. comm., 2021)

Instead, she said, Nish focused on building
choristers’ enthusiasm along with their music
listening skills. It was an effective strategy.
“[T]hey weren’t auditioned. They didn’t know how
to read music. But he made them feel confident.
And as a result, he got so much out of them…and
he’d make them want to sing.” (Jean C.-H., 2021)
Nish himself believed anyone could join a choir, as
long as they were eager to learn. “I met a few
people who couldn’t sing at the time but I never
discouraged them,” he said. “One chap came, give
him a note and he’d sing anything but. And he
became one of my soloists later.”(MUN Extension
Services 1983) A former soloist in a choir of Nish’s
recalled his kindness to choir members. “He was
so gentle with his singers,” she said.  “Even if they
couldn't sing that well, he never put anybody
down, he kind of lifted you up”. (Helen M., in
Dunsmore 1997, 112)

Fig. 4: Nish Rumboldt plays organ at the College of
Fisheries graduation ceremony, 1972 (C. R. Barrett
Library, Marine Institute)

Though his MUN Extension initiatives met
with great success, Nish knew that the work could
not depend on a single person forever. Adult
musical education in the province would be
limited without accredited courses led by
specialized teachers. He and his fellow music
directors at MUN advocated for the creation of a
separate Department of Music at Memorial
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University, which they achieved in 1976. (Whelan
and Cook 2013) After spending two years
teaching choir at the MUN campus in Corner
Brook, Nish retired in 1980 to spend more time
with his wife Dorothy and their six children. That
same year, he received an honourary doctorate
from Memorial University in recognition of his
many accomplishments for music in the province.
(Woodford 1984, 70)

Nish Rumboldt’s Choral Legacy
Nish was awarded many honours for his

work during his lifetime, among them the Queen’s
Silver Jubilee Medal and the Order of Canada. He
characteristically spoke of the latter award as
recognizing “the people with whom I'd been
working, who were the ones being honoured and
sharing this with me.” (MUN Extension Services
1983) Nish’s work lives on today, despite his death
in 1994. The first MUN Extension choir he started
in the 1960s continues as the St. John’s Choir,
now a not-for-profit community choir. (St. John’s
Choir, n.d.) The university’s Department of Music,
which he helped to create, now grants a yearly
scholarship in his name. (Memorial University,
n.d.) Most significantly, the vibrant choral
community which still thrives in communities
across the province could never have existed
without the lifelong efforts of Nish Rumboldt.
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