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he purpose of the ‘Homefront Recall’
project was to reﬂect on the experiences
of the people who grew up during the
uncertain days of the Second World War. These
pages contain their memories, reﬂect their
feelings, highlight their fears and bring
forth their insights into the shared
experience of war throughout the
city of Belfast and beyond.
I hope that in this booklet the
important role of the civilian in
the city is recognised, and the
overall impact of the war on
family life is illuminated. Finally,
as the Second World War affected
everyone, regardless of background,
class or creed. I hope the memories
expressed on these pages help us move
towards a shared remembrance of those
dark days and strengthens our resolve never
to forget the contribution made by the people of
Ireland, North and South, during WWII.

Trevor Gordon
Project Co-ordinator; December 2005.
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The Homefront Recall programme began in
September 2005 and ran for thirteen weeks.
As well as a two hour computer class for ten weeks,
here are the events the classes participated in.
Week 1
Bobby Cosgrove, a historian from the East Belfast Historical
Society, delivered a series of talks on the experiences of Northern
Ireland in the Second World War.
Week 2
Derrick Cartlidge gave a series of talks and workshops on ‘War on
the web’ showing participants how to conduct historical research
on the internet.
Week 3
John Campbell, a local writer and poet, read extracts from his
memoirs about growing up in Belfast during the Second World
War.
Week 4
Marian Ferguson, from the Ulster Museum, led the groups in
reminiscence workshops
Week 5
Grace McGrath, from PRONI, held a series of audio-visual
presentations highlighting the experiences of Northern Ireland’s
citizens during WWII.
Week 6
Patrick Greer, Chairman of the West Belfast Historical Society,
talked about West Belfast in the war.
Week 7
Joe Baker, from the Glenravel Local History Project, led the group
on a walking tour of Belfast showing the major blitz damage
sites.
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Week 8
Jimmy Doherty, ex ARP warden and author of Post 381 – Memoirs
of a Belfast Air-Raid Warden talked about his experiences during
the Belfast and London Blitz’s.
Week 9
Major Potter, from the WWII museum, invited us along to see
the permanent exhibition in Waring Street dedicated to the
experiences of the people of Northern Ireland between 1939 and
1945.
Week 10
Davy Russell, an ex Prisoner of War, talked about his experiences
in a Japaneese Prisoner of War camp.
Week 11
Alistair Kilgore, from the Corymeela Society talked about the
experiences of Ray Davey – founder of the Society, from his days
as a POW during WWII to his formation of the Corymeela Society
to promote peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland.
Week 12
Brian Barton, author of The Blitz: Belfast in the War Years talked
about his research and ﬁndings surrounding Northern Ireland’s
experiences in the war.
Also this week, the staff of the Fernhill House museum led
us through the historic house at Glencairn that preserves the
memories and experiences of the people from the Shankill during
the war.
Week 13
End of project party featuring music from the Belfast School of
Music and Dance Unlimited.
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V.E. + 60 Y
Memories of war, may not be nice
As many paid a heavy price
Childhood thoughts can still be clear
Of how we lived in times of fear
Bombs and bullets, were sometimes heard
Sirens wailed and made us scared
Food was scarce; and rationed too
Many with gardens much food they grew
Toys and sweets were hard to get
But basic needs were always met
In shops there was no going trend
It used to be, make do and mend
People then had not the cash
Nor credit cards that one could ﬂash
For years the coupons were a must
And sometimes treated as gold-dust
Looking back, most bounced along
And even raised a hearty song!
Harry Press
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MEMORIES OF WORLD WAR 2
meaning even in the relatively
afﬂuent South. It was a time, for
example, where every man wore
a hat of some sort and his place
in society could be instantly
determined by cap, trilby or
homburg and, as for a women
smoking, or wearing trousers or
jeans in public, heaven forbid !
Mr Chamberlain’s sombre
words on the 3rd September
were heard with, at best,
resignation.

My father served in the army in
France in the First World Warhe was demobbed in 1919 and
joined the navy at Portsmouth
where I was born. He ﬁnished
his navy service in 1937 and
we moved to near Rochester in
Kent when he joined the Naval
Dockyard Police Service which
was reserved for ex Navy and
Marine personnel
I well remember September
1939 and the feeling of despair
felt by many - remember it was
only 20 years since the end of
the First War with all its bloody
butchery - there wasn’t a street
in the Kingdom without its
casualties - widows, orphans,
left to get by as best they
could - men without limbs blind men - men left coughing
their lungs out from poison
gas, and the thousands of
what were known as “maiden
ladies”, women who would
never marry because the men
they would have married lay
rotting in Flanders, so the war
was not met with the jingoistic
fervour that greeted the start

of the First War. The great
depression still affected much
of the country - paradoxically
it was only rearmament that
led the way out of it and as for
what was happening on the
Continent - it was all so far away
for most people. There was none
of the instant mass information
systems of today. All we had
were Cinema newsreels, the
Wireless and the Newspapers, all
of which were pretty bland, and
who was this Hitler anyway? All
most people knew of him was
that he was a funny little man
who made speeches but that he
had ended unemployment in
Germany while our politicians
had just rung their hands and
waited for something to turn up.
The horrors of the Holocaust
were in the future and beyond
anyone’s imagination. People
here were too busy just trying
to live to give much thought to
what was going on elsewhere
- even those in work just got by
with what was no more than a
subsistence wage - my mother’s
proud boast that her children
had Co-Op shoes had real
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It was assumed that the war
would be a continuation of the
ﬁrst - each army basically static,
facing each other - the only
difference being instead of watery
trenches the Maginot Line would
face the Siegfried Line in a band
of concrete, each impenetrable,
awaiting something but not quite
sure what.
The ﬁrst 6 months of the war
passed very quietly. It became
known as the phoney war and
gave a feeling of false security
so the German Blitzkrieg in
May 1940 came as a surprise
and a shock and Dunkirk was
not seen as anything but a
terrible defeat. I remember
the small ships collected in
the Medway estuary before
sailing for France and then
the trains bringing troops up
from the coast passing through
Rochester on their way up to
London. Everyone expected
the Germans to land within
days and tank traps and slit
trenches were hurriedly dug.
The Home Guard, or LDV as
it was ﬁrst known, was formed
and armed with anything they
could get their hands on, but no
one expected the Germans to be
held for long.

It took all of Churchill’s oratory
to give the nation a sense of
purpose and in some strange
way the Battle of Britain that
then followed and which was
fought in the Kent skies was
almost a distraction from the
disastrous situation we faced
on the ground.

One night when they were
ﬁring we heard a very loud
screaming noise and thought it
was a bomb. The next morning
we found an unexploded shell
in the back garden and we were
all evacuated to the local church
hall while the bomb squad dealt
with it.

Every day we saw the massed
German air ﬂeets - the vapour
trails on high and aircraft falling
from the skies. A Junkers 88
bomber was shot down less
than a mile from where I lived.
We all raced over to it but the
children were held back while
the bodies of the crew were
bought out of the wreckage
and covered with a tarpaulin,
then we all grabbed souvenirs
before the Army arrived and
put a guard on the wreckage.
Another time a Hurricane
ﬁghter was shot down and
the pilot bailed out. He landed
nearby and when we got to him
- a Sergeant - he gave me his
helmet which I had for years
until I lent it for an exhibition
and it was never returned.

My main memory at this time is
of cold, dullness and shortages
- nothing but bad news for the
ﬁrst 2 or 3 years. It got to be
nothing but defeats and disasters
and it wasn’t until El Alamein
that we had any good news and
even then it wasn’t until D- Day
that things really seemed to get
better but that didn’t last as it
was about this time that the V1s
(or Doodlebugs as we called
them) started, followed later by I carried on with schooling for
the V2 rockets.
the National Certiﬁcate doing
day release and three evening
I started work in 1943 when I classes a week. It was a long
was 14. I had attended a Junior haul to the Tech in town in the
Technical School for boys blackout from where we lived
aged 11 to 14 with a syllabus in the country and buses were
designed to prepare us for a scarce and irregular - many
life in Industry, ideally to get a night I walked the 5 miles
an Apprenticeship in a local home. The workers at Shorts
factory. I got an Apprenticeship may have made big money but
at Short Bros, the Aircraft there was little to spend it on,
Company, working ﬁrst on maybe a few luxury items on

The London blitz started in the
Autumn and went on all winter.
We lived 30miles from London
and could see the reﬂections of
the ﬁres in the sky. There were
not many bombs in our area.
The nearby Dockyard and
Rochester airport were attacked
a couple of times but we were
3 or 4 miles from them so were
safe, although our village was
in reality the storage depot
for all the shells, mines etc
for Chatham Dockyard. We
were always half expecting
something but in the event we
were in more danger from the
local Ack - Ack batteries which
seemed to ﬁre in all directions.
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Stirling Bombers and then
on Sunderland Flying Boats
at their factory on the river
Medway - wages 14/7 a week,(
that’s 14 shillings and 7 pence),
about 70p in today’s money.
As an Apprentice, I didn’t get
the big bonuses that most of
the workers got but in return
I wasn’t allowed to do the
massive overtime that was the
norm with most of the workers evenings, weekends for months,
years, some even started 30
minutes early before the usual
7.30 start. As an apprentice, I
was allowed to start at 8.0 but,
as I had to escort my sister who
worked in the Inspection View
Room at Shorts I was always in
for the 7.30 start.

the black market at exorbitant
prices. Even basic items were
in short supply and it got worse
as the war went on. You were
lucky if you knew someone
who knew someone.
As I said, the Doodlebugs
became more and more
numerous and one day at work
I saw one dive into the houses
on the other side of the river
and explode with a huge bang
and a shockwave that rattled
the factory buildings and blew
out some of the windows.
It was at this time that more and
more American planes were
seen as they stepped up their
bombing of Germany. One day,
a B24 Liberator bomber crash
- landed in a ﬁeld about three
miles from my home after being
hit on a raid. I got a can of water
and some Horlicks tablets from
the emergency rations from one
of the crew. (I was in the Air
Training Corp at this time and
we always looked forward to
visiting American bases as the
Americans were always very
generous – not just in material
things although the chocolate
bars, or candy as they called
them, were very welcome, but
also in their interest. They let
us climb all over their aircraft
and some of us even got the
odd ﬂight when they did air
tests after maintenance.)
Another time a P47 ﬁghter tried
to land at Rochester airport but
overshot and ended up with its
nose smashing through the wall
of the canteen. The pilot was
unhurt except for a cut hand,
other crews were not so lucky as
at least two B17 bombers fatally
crashed while trying to make
emergency landings there.

The V2 rockets that came in
the last year of the war were
more frightening than the V1s
in that there was no warning at
all, the ﬁrst thing you had was
a gigantic explosion followed
by the sound of their arrival.
Luckily for us in the Medway
towns ( as Chatham , Rochester
and Gillingham are known ) we
were not a primary target and
the only ones that hit our area
were a few strays , but they
were frightening just the same.
Sometimes on a very clear
day we could see the vapour
trails reaching up into the
stratosphere from their launch
pads in France and Belgium
- there was no defence from
them other than to bomb their
launch sites.
The war in Europe ﬁnally
ended with a feeling of relief
rather than exhilaration. There
were celebrations of course
and I went up to London with
my friends to a big parade in
Westminster and we fought our
way down the Mall to the Palace
to see the King and Queen. But
at the back of everyone’s mind
was Japan - remember that it
was generally accepted that it
would take at least two years to
defeat Japan with horrendous
casualties on both sides and I
and my friends would be in it.
The Atom bombs were at ﬁrst
met with disbelief and then
as life savers - there was no
thought of moral questions,
just the thought that it was a
pity that we didn’t have them
sooner.

7

The ﬁnal end of the war was
almost an anticlimax. By the
time it came everything was
in short supply and people
had had more than enough of
austerity. It was a long time
before people started to feel
other than tired and down and
of course rationing not only
continued after the war but
more items were actually added
to the list. It was a good ﬁve
years before things started to
get a little easier and the winter
of 1946/1947 was particularly
bad. In a way I was lucky,
my parents generation had to
face the First War, the Great
Depression, and the Second
War all in one lifetime.
What are my memories of
the war ? - a bit of a jumble I
suppose - Neville Chamberlain
– Dunkirk – the Battle of Britain
– Churchill’s speeches – the
Hood – Woolton Pie – the nine
oclock news read by Alvar
Liddell or Stuart Hibbert – Band
Wagon – ITMA – Dame Myra
Hess playing Litoff’s Scherzo
– Nymphs and Shepherds sung
by the Manchester Children’s
Choir – the Radio Doctor – DDay – Arnheim - and VE and
VJ day - just the standard
memories common to millions
I suppose in a way I was a
witness to history although it
didn’t seem like it at the time, just
people living as best they could
in unusual circumstances.
Harry Stripe.

MY FIRST WEAPON
In the late 19th century Irish
Republicans started to press
for a united Ireland, and the
Liberal government was quite
willing to give Northern Ireland
to them, but the British people
of the Island refused, and
started to protect themselves
by importing some hundred
carbines with ammunition from
Germany.

Station at the corner of Browns
Square and Shankill Road.
They remained there until the
second World War broke out in
1939 and when it was decided
to have a battalion for home
defence the Local Defence
Volunteers was formed, which
was later called Home Guard,
and I assure you that there was
nothing Dad’s army about it, I
joined it in order to gain some
experience with weapons.

the guns, thick with grease. We
were each given cloths with
which we were told to clean
one each until there would be
not a trace of grease. It required
an hour of hard work, but
eventually, my weapon was
clean, and I was told that while
I was in the Guard I would be
responsible for it.
We went back to the school
where we practised and were
told that the guns were c singleshot weapons and had to be
reloaded after each shot, and,
when we went to a ﬁring range
at Spier’s Place On the Shankill,
we were told to hold our breaths
just before ﬁring, and we were
ordered to ﬁre ten shots each.
I ﬁred my ten and the sergeant
took our targets to the Captain
who, on asking who had ﬁred
that target, was told Guardsman
Martin ordered that I should be
taken out and shot as, though
all of my shots were within an
inch group, only nine rounds
had hit the target.

When it was decided by the
Government to hold onto the
six North Eastern counties, the
weapons were stored in a Police

I must have held my breath too
When unarmed drill had been long on possibly the ﬁrst shot.
taught for a few weeks, we were
taken to the Police Station and,
John Martin
down in the basement, were

“They’ll be coming in a Heinkel
when they
come,
They’ll be heading for the Shankill
when
they come,
They’ll be coming in a Heinkel,
Heading for the Shankill,
Singing:
Adolf, Iffy Ally, when they come.”

8

NEUTRAL IRELAND
ONCE UPON A TIME MANY YEARS AGO…
I was born in l930, within 10 years of the Bloody Sunday in Dublin
was commemorated every year with mourning music until l966
war of independence. NEAR Croke Park where the Black and Tans
opened ﬁre of the footballers and spectators killing and injuring
many so we were sympathetic to the GERMANS and discounted
British propaganda. Roger Casement had alerted the world to the
Belgian 10 year atrocities in their slave state of the Belgian Congo
and the British Empire scandals were well documented. Also
Russian genocide was well published before the war. So there was
little to choose between Hitler and Stalin.
There were a few bombs dropped in Dublin. I slept through it
although our pub lost a wide pane of glass and some slates. However
the German government apologised and compensated us and my
father who was also an air raid marshal sold a lot of whiskey that
day. Next day there was great excitement and we children went
down the street to see them “digging up the bodies”. But no one in
our street was killed. I always remember the big hole opposite the
local school. A local child was angrily abusing the Luftwaffe pilot
for his bad aim not giving the school a direct hit. About 40 people
were killed by a land-mine in the North Strand.
Because of being an agricultural country there was no real shortage
of food. Actually it was a real start to the tourist industry. Many
British come on holiday for the abundance of meat and eggs. There
were coupons for tea and clothes. Gas was restricted to certain hours
and the dreaded GLIMMER MAN inspector checked the homes to
catch any one with the gas on illegally. Fuel was a problem, there
were many jokes such as that the wooden logs were sold by the

MY WAR MEMORIES
Needless to say, the 2nd World
War has been over a long time,
approximately sixty years, as it
started in 1939 and peace was
declared in 1945
It lasted about six years. I was born
on 21st of July 1928 and, being only
eleven years at the outbreak of war,
my memory may not be sufﬁcient
to do justice to such an historic time
in the lives of so many people.
The ﬁrst memory that I recall
clearly was just before the outbreak
of hostilities and I remember being
in a butcher’s shop with my mother
to buy some meat and hearing the
butcher say the sky will be black
with planes bombing everywhere,
and the war would not last any
longer than six or seven weeks - a
very black outlook indeed and so
very apt as far as the planes were
concerned but so wide of the mark
as regards the time hostilities would
last.
I digress a little here to explain
the aptness of the remark about
the skies being black with planes.
As most people now know, both
the allies and the German forces
practised saturation bombing when
thousands of heavy bombers would
conduct an air raid on a single city.
Well anyone who happened to be
in these cities during one of these
raids and able to look up at the sky
would say it was no exaggeration
to say the skies were black with
planes.

gallon. Huge reeks of turf were stored in the Phoenix Park and
there was a lot of employment in the Bog areas in the midlands.
One of my brothers tried to make a sawdust ﬁre in a biscuit tin.
COAL was very bad quality and scarce. Any thing imported was
scarce because our Merchant Navy was very limited. After the war However, back to my own memories
we tried to help everyone, we took 300 German children fro 3 years such as they are. I remember being
to stay in Ireland while Germany got on its feet and the German issued with gas masks at school.
After that I don’t remember much
government gave us a fountain which is in St Stephen’s Green. We
until we ﬁrst started to hear the air
gave a hospital, St Lo to France and also helped Italy with food; raid sirens going off occasionally,
they gave us museum pieces in gratitude.
and eventually going up the
Castlereagh Road at night.
Clara Ni Ghiolla
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Jack Ogle

HITLER’S BLITZKRIEG

The open option was chosen by a
fair-sized minority, which meant
that eventually the street looked
like a mouth with several teeth
missing. That didn’t matter to
us kids. Unfenced gardens made
great places to play marbles, or
‘marlies’ as we called them.

I was born two years before the
war. My wee brother was born
three years later, shortly before
Hitler’s blitzkrieg. I remember
the air-raid sirens, a two-note
signal for warning and a single
long note for all-clear.
When the two-note signal
sounded we all got under the
stairs, which was regarded as
the safest place to be, which for
me was borne out by the number
of wrecked houses in which the
staircase was still standing.
The worst thing about the war,
generally agreed among my
peers was sweet rationing. This
was set at one and half a half
pounds of sweets per month.
Per month? How was a child
supposed to live on that? Only
joking, we had no money either.
We managed by selling some
of our coupons to richer kids,
kids whose da’s had a better job
than your da, that sort of thing.
Another memory is the radio.
There was the Home Service, the
Light Programme and the Third
Programme. The Home Service
was a news and information
service; comics, singers, that sort
of thing. Things to give respite
from ‘the war’.
The Third Programme was
‘serious’. It had debates,
classical music recordings and
even some live classical music.
That’s what I heard but I never
listened to it. Gimme a break I
was six or seven! On the Light
Programme the family listened
to the comedians Tommy
Handley Horne and Murdock
in ‘Much Binding In the Marsh’
and others I had no idea what it
was all about but I fell about like
everyone else and enjoyed it.

 Listening to the Home Service

Granny had an old wind-up
gramophone and some old
shellac records, to which we
listened regularly. Some were
classical vocal music, which
the adults enjoyed but for me
they were nothing but a load
of oul’ screeching. Others were
more to my taste. For example,
records of Dublin comedians
like Jimmy O’Dea ,in his Biddy
Mulligan mode.
We lived in a relatively new
estate with longish front
gardens, which had nice iron
railings at the street end. One
morning we were awakened by
a strange noise. We looked out
and saw men with acetylene
torches going down the street
burning off the railings and
leaving them to be collected
by a lorry. Apparently this
was part of the ‘war effort’.
Steel was needed for tanks and
munitions.
Even though it turned out that
the railings were the’ wrong
sort of iron’ we never got them
back. Some people had hedges
which performed the function
of railings. Others had to
build new fences or leave their
gardens open.
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The coming of the air-raid
shelters was another boon to
the kids. Somewhere else to
play. Of course they were gated,
but enterprising people, with
nothing else to do, removed them
one by one so anyone could gain
access. Among other things the
kids used them during the day
as goalposts but what they were
used for during the night I do not
know. I was in bed by then.
I can’t remember whether it was
before or after the government
shelters were built, but at some
stage a few people decided to
buy or build their own. Maybe
they didn’t trust the government
or maybe they didn’t want to be
with the ‘hoi-polloi’. An old aunt
of mine, for instance, bought what
I think was called an Anderson
shelter. We all had to go on a
visit to see it. She brought us into
the dining room and pointed
under the table. We saw what
looked like a low metal cage,
which certainly seemed strong
enough to withstand a blast, but
how would we know? A more
enterprising effort was made by
a neighbour a couple of doors
away. He built an underground
shelter in his front garden (we
didn’t have back gardens),
although we didn’t know what
he was doing at the time. We used
to watch him carrying bucket
after bucket of water up steps he
had built to the underground.
Joe McNicholl

GOOD FRIDAY IN CRIANLARICH
He stands alone at the crossroads of the town
Upon his ageless forehead rests a pleading frown
Is he remembering past battles’ cruel rage?
As he stands motionless with intent gaze.

Look at my face into my tearless eyes
And I will show you where the hero lies
Not one, but many, paid the awful price
All victims of war’s ‘bloody sacriﬁce’.

On his cold lips the glimmer of a smile
Entreats the passers by to stop a while
Yet so intent are they upon their way
They only see his silhouette of grey.

They lie beneath white shimmering blocks of stone
On many there’s a name, yet many unknown
In sunny ﬁelds of glowing poppies red
A nation’s hopes lie battered, lie bled.

Good Friday trafﬁc skims by his roadside stand
Eager hotel tourists enjoy the distant land
Of high mountains, tops covered in icy glaze
Shimmered by sunlight through fading grey mist
haze.

No more the drone of bagpipes will they hear
No more the pounding sweat of unknown fear
Shall trickle down cold skin and lifeless brow
Like me on this monument, all motionless now.
No more the love maidens will they know
Love’s crushed, made silent, many years ago
Dreams ended, tears dropped, on the poppy wreaths of red
A tear for every memory and word left unsaid.

His stone-deaf ears cannot hear lambs on the hill
Nor the red-breasted bird singing with easy trill
Nor the clang of the bell from the church nearby
Nor the whistle of the train on the bridge up high.

One day, a man, for whom the bell rings out today
Shall waken all their souls and take all war away
And no more ﬁghting, no heartache, nor no pain
Shall take these soldiers from their homes again.

Why stands he here, stone cold with head bent
low?
Amidst spring joy and busy human show
If he had a voice what would he say
From that solid throat and that tongue of grey?

But hush, I must be silent, someone comes my way
I see an aged man, bent over, hair turned grey
He stoops to pick two faded wreaths from off the ground
And sets them on my base, upright without a sound.
I am not alone at the crossroads of the town
Upon my ageless forehead rests a pleading frown
Remember them, remember them, it’s all I ask
If you remember, I have fulﬁlled my task.
Myra Gibson

(written at the War Memorial in Crianlarich while on holiday in Scotland. In memory
of my father who was presumed killed in action at Calais, May 1940)
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AN EASTER PRESENT FOR BELFAST
My bedroom is in darkness. It isn’t
the kind of darkness where demons
and their shadows hide in the corner.
No! This was more a scary than that;
it’s so black that I think I’ve gone
blind. Mum knows I’m afraid of the
dark yet she has caused this blackness.
The hall light was on when she put me to
bed, and she left the door open a wee bit
when she tucked me in. “Now you get to
sleep, there’s no school tomorrow, but that
isn’t an excuse to lie awake. So get your
head down.” She went to the window
and pulled down the black window blind
and drew across the curtains. “You’ll be
all right now, we have to make sure the
bad men don’t see the light.” She closed
the door and left me alone in the dark and
I’m frightened. Gran keeps telling me that
bad men love the dark. She quotes from
the Bible, stories of evil people that do
bad things in the dark. I can’t understand
why she and Mum can’t agree on the
things the bad men like?
I think big people believe us kids are
stupid. Our teacher says all the boys in
my class are barmy, but he still hasn’t
caught my best mate Billy taking the
mickey out of him when he is writing
on the blackboard. Mum doesn’t know
about the torch under the pillow, well,
she pretends she doesn’t. I’ve got a comic
here so I’ll have a look at what Desperate
Dan is doing. Actually I know ‘cause it’s
an old one I’ve read before. They stopped
selling them when the war started.
The window blind doesn’t keep out the
noise. Wonder what that squealing noise
is? When Dad took me to that farm to
get eggs there were pigs that sounded
like that. Haven’t seen much of my Dad
lately; Mum says he’s only here for a wee
while, he’s home on leave. Whatever that
is. Dad lifts me from my bed, and trails the
bedclothes with me. “C’mon son, gotta
go, gotta go.” He carries me into the street
where Mum is waiting. Old Simpson, the
policeman shouts, ”Into the shelters, get
into the frigging shelters.” He’s always

saying bad words. “No bloody way,” Dad

the ground into the air, just like it does in

yells back at him. Could Dad get arrested
for yelling at a policeman? “Chrissie, get
into the house,” he shouts. I’m scared,
Dad doesn’t usually shout at Mum.

the fountain at the park. The whole street
appears to be on ﬁre. Dad is helping to
clear stones from where the shelters used
to be. He turns round and sees us, at the
same time I see a wee arm sticking out of
a pile of bricks. I want to run away.

The bright lights in the sky hurt my
eyes. Dad calls them searchlights, but he
doesn’t tell me what they are searching
for. He shoves us into the space under the
stairs. There’s a stinking smell coming
from all that wood he had put in here.
Support bracing he called it. Mum put a
mattress down on the ﬂoor last week and
we lie on it. It’s very lumpy and sticks
into my back. I can’t breathe because
Dad is lying on top of me, he wont get off,
even though I’m shouting and crying. He
never hurt me like that before; maybe he
doesn’t love me any more. I fall asleep.
Mum’s shaking me. Doesn’t hurt, she’s
always gentle. “C’mon son, its over.
Put on your clothes and shoes.” She
must have got them from my bedroom.
There’s glass everywhere, our windows
lie all smashed on the parlour ﬂoor. Dust
is covering everything, my bike’s all
mangled. Mum holds onto my hand and
makes sure I don’t walk on the broken
glass on the ﬂoor, I’m glad I’ve put on
my shoes. We run down the hall into the
street. There must be thousands of people
moving about. Everyone seems to be
doing something. Water is spouting from
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“Chrissie, you shouldn’t be here with
the young lad, go back inside. Mum is
annoyed with him. “Jack, there’s no water
or lights in the house and I can smell gas.
We’re better out here.” She looks around,
and whispers, “ Was that Mrs Devine’s
wee boy in the rubble? “Chrissie be
quiet, Jackie will hear you. Yes, the whole
family was in the shelter. It took a direct
hit.” They think I don’t hear them, but I
do. The lady from the Salvation Army
comes marching down the street followed
by a lot of my mates and their mothers.
She shouts over to my Mum, “We’re
going round to the hall for the rest of the
night. Are you coming?” I hear Dad say
we should. Mum takes me over to her.
“Take the wee lad, I’ll stay here and give
a hand.” Mum gives me a hug and I go
off with the rest of my mates. As I turn the
corner I look back and see Mum and Dad
working among the dirt of the shelters.
I’m still frightened.

John Galbraith

MEMORIES FROM THE BLITZ
A memory I have is of the nurses’
home in Frederick Street burning. I
was seven years old and remember
thinking that it was great. It was the
biggest bonﬁre I had ever seen and
besides that I was allowed out. I
knew it was very late for me to be
out. As children we played our usual
games like Tig and Skipping while the
older people like my mother and our
neighbours just stood about talking
and praying.
The clothes and food were rationed.
We had to have coupons for clothes.

WAR MEMORIES

Another memory of as a child is the
words of a little song we used to sing.
It goes like this:
“Hey little hen when, when, when
will you lay me an egg for my tea?
Go into your nest and do your very
best and I will do the rest.
“Hey little hen when, when, when
will you lay me an egg for
my tea?”
If there are other words to this song,
I can’t remember them.
Perhaps
someone else will?

I was born in 1944 in Belfast,
too late to experience many
of the hardships known by so
many.
I do remember, though, having
to go with my mother to join
the queues of people outside St
Enoch’s church at Carlisle Circus
so we could get our coupons
for goods which were rationed
at that time. Fortunately we
had elderly aunts who saw to it
that we had all their “sweetie”
coupons so we were never short
of those.

In addition to this good
luck, my grandmother sent
bags of potatoes, chickens
Annalong.
My etc. from the farm where my
mother got a little Mother had grown up in
cottage.
It was County Londonderry, at every
too small for my opportunity.
My
family
evacuated

I can remember my mother was
worried about clothing coupons. My
sister was getting married and my
mother was worried she might not
have coupons for all the wedding
clothes. As it happened we all got a
new outﬁt for the wedding. When
I was a child I got so used to dried
eggs that when we did get eggs after
rationing ﬁnished I didn’t like them
and to this day I still don’t much like
eggs!

was
to

mother
and
her
seven children. The
welfare worker told
my mother that at
least two of us would
have to go and live with another
family. My sister; aged 13, and I; aged
7 were placed with another family just
around the corner from my mother. I
grew to love this family; they were so
good to us. Of course, we only had
our meals and slept there. My sister
and I spent all our free-time with our
own family. When it came time to
come home to Belfast, we children
didn’t want to go!
Bernie McAreavey

I remember the barrage balloons, I
was so afraid of them I thought if
they burst they would fall on me and
I would die because they were full of
gas.
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I also remember the excitement
when a parcel arrived from
America from some distant
cousins
containing
pretty
dresses for me and my sister
with ribbons and bows – and
feeling I was the best dressed girl
in my class in school with such
glamorous creations. Belfast
didn’t have any Marks and
Spencers or Debenhams then
but maybe it wasn’t too bad!
Olive Meek

Dillon Family Memories

My Uncle Nelson Dillon had seven brothers
and one sister. The seven sons all went to
war and Uncle Tommy Dillon was captured.
He then became a prisoner of war and was
a prisoner for six years. Uncle Tommy was
married - he had two sons and one daughter.
His wife got word from the war ofﬁce to say
he was dead.
Uncle Tommy’s wife who was Aunt Maggie
got word from the Queen to say he was
killed in action. When the troops came back
from war it was June 1945. Uncle Tommy
arrived back with them much to everyone’s
surprise uncle Tommy had come home
again. When the troops were home a few
days there were plenty of street parties and
the news papers were brought up to take
photographs.
Norma Clucas
14

V.E. Day

EASTER TUESDAY NIGHT – 16TH APRIL, 1941

One week before V E day it
was announced there was to be
three days holiday
following
the announcement. I remember
hearing my teacher and the
head master discussing would
Saturday and Sunday count if it
was announced on a Friday but
we did get three days of school.
On V E day I remember hearing
for the ﬁrst time a weather forecast
and we all believed it would be
accurate.
Victory slogans appeared on all
the shelters such as “GOOD OLD
JOE”

That night my brother and I
wandered about the streets with
the crowds, it was wonderful to
see all the windows light up black
out curtains all removed. Some
one light a bonﬁre and a large
crowd all stood around singing
and cheering till very late when
we went home very tired.
Roy Finlay

It had been a tiring day cycling
around the roads of Ballynahinch.
I remember well free-wheeling
down the three mile hill past
Carryduff and Purdysburn. The
sun was leaving the sky and I
had to be home before dark at 10
o’clock as I had to be up the next
morning in the Co-Operative. I
was reprimanded by my mother
when I got home. My father was
just going out on night duty.
I had a lovely three days Cargycroy
with my Aunt and had fairly enjoyed
the break away from my work and
family.
I remember my mother
telling me to get up shortly after
we went to bed that Easter Tuesday
Night.
We lived on Alexander
Park Avenue just right beside the
D.E.M.S, which had been formerly
a school and overnight it became
a hospital. Our family got into the
coal-hole under the stairs. When ﬁve
children and my mother crammed
in there was no room for me. Well, I
ended up under the sturdy wooden
kitchen table. I heard the siren and
my mother kept impressing on that
it was our guns that were making
the noise. She sent me to the back
door to check where this thunderous
explosion had just occurred. I shall
never forget the sight I saw, Sailors
carrying bodies over their shoulders
around to Esther Street, and the
opening to the D.E.M.S. building.
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The aeroplanes seemed to come
over in waves and my mother kept
saying they were ours. I will never
forget the ﬂashes of light that I saw
at the bottom of the kitchen wall,
and I knew then, being the eldest
child, that what Johnny Houston
said had come true.
Johnny
Houston, of Parkment Street, had
prophesied many times that the
Germans would come here. He
was considered a ‘know it all,’ but
he had been in the Royal Navy,
and always got the ‘Reyonds
View,’ a paper read by lots of exservicemen in pre-war days. He
fascinated us children with his
voyages around the world.
I remember seeing a parachute
coming down, but I did not know
until later in my life that it was a
mine coming down. I lost school
friends, and only in later years,
realised how near death we were
that night. My father had been
on duty all night and arrived later
the next day, very happy that we
had been spared. We could not
live in our house as it had been
wrecked. Around Gainsborough
Drive, beside us, was completely
ﬂattened, with awful casualties.
We went to the country that next
day and my mother wished we
had stayed in Clogher. We felt
very safe at Lessans, Saintﬁeld,
but were horriﬁed the night of
May 4th when there was another
raid. That night ﬁre-bombs were
dropped on the shipyards and
Shorts. We saw the red glow in the
sky and were glad we had shared
our refuge with our two families
of neighbours in Alexander Park
Avenue.
Florence Friar Kelsey

WW2 RATIONING
There were a lot of shortages
of essential foodstuffs, not
just luxuries.
Ration books
were issued to each person
over ﬁve years old containing
tokens which could be saved
up or used at the owner’s
discretion. The shopkeeper
would remove the tokens
before he issued the
goods.
There were
different
coloured
ration
books.
The
buff coloured books were
issued to adults and schoolage children. Green books were
issued to expectant mothers,
as they had extra needs. The
tokens had no monetary value,
but they were a means of
ensuring that everybody got
their fair share of what was
available. The tokens were for
food, and later for clothing. It
was on 8 January 1940 that Food
Rationing was introduced.

Special clothing such
as bridal gowns and
bridesmaids’ dresses were
used many times by different
family members to save
precious clothing coupons.
Rationing did not end with the
war. It was years before life got
back to normal. Some things
like sweets were rationed up to
1953.

in the morning because even if
people had coupons, the shops
did not always have enough
bread for everyone. Rumours
would start that a shop was
getting a supply of butter
or meat and immediately a
queue would form outside the
shop. Many a shop opened for
only two or three days a week
At the beginning, the following because of food shortages.
amounts were available for
each person per week:
CLOTHING COUPONS
Butter or lard
Clothing coupons became
4ozs [113.4 grams]
necessary, although they
affected women more than
Sugar
men. Women were not
12ozs [340.2 grams]
able to get silk stockings.
They started to put
Raw bacon or ham
tea or a thin mixture
4ozs [113.4 grams]
of gravy colouring
on their legs and a
Eggs
pencil line down
2
the back to make
it look as if they
Cooked bacon or ham
were
wearing
3.5ozs [99.3 grams]
stockings.
Meat rationing started on
11th March 1940. As the war
continued, bread became in
short supply. Queues would
form outside shops very early

Patches were sewn
on the elbows to make
jumpers, cardigans, and jackets
last longer.
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Looking back on those days,
it was a time of fear and
insecurity, as our daily routine
was disrupted. We did not get
much sleep because of the airraids and the threat of air-raids.
However, we still had to go to
school and work as usual no
matter what happened during
the night.

Pat McKenna

DAD’S
EMBARRASSMENT
Our house had only two
bedrooms of which the back
room was the only one able
to hold two beds, so for some
reason which I cannot recall,
Mother and the girls slept in the
back room and Dad and I had to
share a bed in the other. At that
time the bed springs were on a
frame that sat on the metal part
of the bed, and one night when I
was sound asleep, Dad got into
bed, and I awoke with a start,
and everything happened in a
rush I heard Mother shouting in
a panic, “my god what’s that”,
I automatically answered that it
was alright, Dad answered that
it was not alright, and it sounded
to me that his voice came from
somewhere down below. I then
came to my senses and realised
that Dad had fallen out of bed.
During the war, no light could
be shown that could be seen
outside as it could be used by
the pilot of a German plane as a
target for a bomb so I had to pull
myself along the bed in order
not to step on Dad, then make
my way to the light switch.
On switching on the light, I
saw Dad struggling with the
bedclothes, and getting more
entangled. I, between giggles,
told him to lie still and that I
would disentangle him.
He told me not to dare laugh at
him, which made me laugh all
the more but we soon got him
freed and found that the spring
had slipped and caused the
upset.
Poor Dad had a hard job living
it down!
John Martin

to rescue people. I have a vivid
memory of a man emerging
from a wrecked house holding a
My
ﬁrst
recollection
of large brass cage with a brightly
W.W.2.was coming out of coloured parrot in it. We walked
church on a Sunday morning for hours and ﬁnally arrived at
and being aware of a commotion my grandmother’s house where
going on. The billboards beside we were put to bed.
the newspaper sellers displayed
notices “WAR BREAKS OUT”. We three younger members
of the family spent the next
During the following year we ten months as evacuees in
were issued with gas masks. the country attending the
As a six year old I was given a local school where there was
Mickey-Mouse gas mask. At a particularly harsh regime.
school we had practices for Punishment was meted for the
air-raids when we evacuated slightest misdemeanour and I
the school and took refuge learned very quickly to sit still
in neighbouring houses. My and say nothing. There were
aunt lived near school so my good times in the country;
sister, cousin and I ran to her we got off school for potatohouse and waited for the bell to picking, collected eggs, watched
sound when we would go back milking, plucked chickens,
to school.
had baby calves for pets, had
rides on the donkey and most
Time passed uneventfully until importantly made some very
one night in April 1941 when good life-long friends.
the Germans raided Belfast.
We were living in the Antrim Within a year we returned to
Road area and, as I learned a different area of Belfast to a
many years later, the German new house and a new school.
bombers mistook the Water We spent lots of time queueing
Works for Belfast Lough and for food; the railings were
dropped their bombs in the removed from the house to be
Antrim Road area.
used for the war effort and a
barrage balloon ﬂew from the
Like most other families we were school playing ﬁelds.
taking shelter under the stairs.
Some bombs made a whistling In 1945, the war ﬁnally ended,
sound as they came down; but it was years later until food
there were ack-ack guns and and clothes rationing stopped or
the dreadful noise of buildings until we had oranges or bananas
collapsing. Three land-mines or lots of other things which are
landed near our house, two now taken for granted.
exploded but the third did not.
When the all-clear sounded we
Faye Cox
made our way out of the house,
past the unexploded landmine and started walking to
my grandmother’s house at the
other side of town. I remember
streets of rubble, ﬁres, dust, and
men climbing around in the
midst of all the wreckage trying
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MEMORIES OF
WORLD WAR 2

BLITZ MEMORIES
I was seven years old when war broke out.
We were living off the Cliftonville Road
in Kelvin Parade. We had only moved
there during the summer months; before
that we had lived in Ulsterville Avenue
off the Lisburn Road. I can remember the
day so well. We were dressed ready to
go to church for 11.30 and my father had
turned on the wireless to hear the Prime
Minister speak. The day was so dark
(despite it being early September) that we
had the light on in the living room. As I
remember we were all standing. It was
as if doom was looming over our heads. I
can’t remember the rest of the day.
By this time I was attending the Belfast
Model School. We were issued with gas
masks and had drills at school when we
had to wear them. The school authorities
were worried about what would happen
if the school was bombed during school
hours – so they had drills when we were
dispersed around the neighbouring
houses. Two other girls and I were sent to
a house where there was a little old lady
living I think on her own. We sat very
neatly on the settee and behaved extremely
well. I can’t recall how we knew the ‘alert’
was over. It was years later that I thought
that if the school was hit then so would
the surrounding houses.
The school was encouraging us all to
buy National Savings Stamps. For some
reason my father did not quite approved
of these (I don’t know why) and he opened
Post Ofﬁce Savings Accounts for me and
my older sister in the local Post Ofﬁce. I
still have that account!
My father worked for a big linen ﬁrm and
he was sometimes on duty ﬁre watching.
He was in the Home Guard and at the
weekends they would frequently be on
‘manoeuvres’. I can remember him in
his uniform so well. It was black, and
as he had gone grey in his early 20s and
had a very fair skin, it deﬁnitely was not
his colour. Nowadays you always see
pictures of the home guard wearing khaki,
and I only discovered recently that they
were originally called the Local Defence
Volunteers and that was when they
wore a black uniform. I found this out
when I saw a small exhibition in Lisburn
Museum, on Lisburn’s role in WW2, when
they had a black uniform on display.
All sorts of strange things were happening
before our eyes. Black out curtains had
to be obtained as you would be in serious
trouble if a chink of light could be seen
coming from your windows when the
lights were on inside.
The ARP men
patrolled the streets at night to make sure
all was well. A lot of people stuck paper
tape on windows to prevent glass shards
ﬂying all over the place in the event of an
explosion nearby. They usually just had
a plain check pattern, but some people
devised very elaborate patterns. There
were no street lights at night and if you
were out in the dark you took a torch so

that you make sure you would you would
not trip over something. You also had
to make sure that the beam was pointed
down at the ground just a few feet in front
of your feet.
In the grounds of Belfast Royal Academy
there was a barrage balloon tethered on
what was then playing ﬁelds to the left
side of the main building.
We were never ofﬁcially evacuated, but
at some stage my sister and I were sent
to Ballymena to stay with a friend of our
granny, who had a late teenage son and
daughter. This lady used to make lovely
dolls clothes for my sister’s favourite dolls.
I can remember she knitted a lovely red
coat for one doll and crocheted round the
edge with white angora wool. It looked
like a fur trimming. I could already knit
when we went there, but I always had
trouble with rib and she taught me to
do that. We went to Ballymena Model
School but I can’t remember anything
about it. On the way back from school
we passed a blacksmiths and I used to
love just standing there and watching
him work. I think I must have been very
homesick there because when my mother
came to visit us, I went into the bathroom
and wouldn’t come out until she said she
would take us home. I think I always
thought that you were only safe with your
mother. So we were back in Belfast in
time for the Blitz!
We had no air raid shelters either at home
or in the street. And no way could we
have ﬁtted under the stairs.
We got
under the dining room table and a settee
was put on its front so that the top of the
back was against the table.
This was
on the wall furthest from the window.
Rugs and blankets were draped over this
construction. I think a mattress was put
up against the window. My father kept
saying that he could hear things landing on
the roof and he would keep disappearing
up to the attic. My mother kept calling
him to come down again. There was an
awful lot of noise of all sorts – I couldn’t
make out what was happening – I just
wanted it to stop. The house shook every
now and again. I suspect that the biggest
shake was when the land mine dropped
right in the middle of the main road.
Eventually the ‘all clear’ went and we
crept out. There was debris all over the
place. My sister (who wore glasses all
the time) had left them on the mantelpiece
and they were still there covered with a
layer of dust. Someone was looking after
her.
After the raid was over, we got dressed
in a haphazard sort of way.
I can
remember that I was just about to put
my shoes on when my mother stopped
me. The windows in the hall had been
broken and my shoes were full of bits of
glass. Eventually we started to make our
way down the Cliftonville Road going
to the Model School where there was a
Reception Centre. I can remember piles
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of grey blankets and the desks pushed up
against the walls, but nothing else about
what happened there.
It was quite a
short walk there, but when we came to
Oldpark Presbyterian Church there was a
huge crater in the road! Worst still, there
had been a row of 4 shops opposite and
they had vanished – just a pile of rubble
left. There was a butchers, a cake shop,
a sweet shop and a Post Ofﬁce! And it
was in that Post Ofﬁce that my entire life
savings were deposited! We had to climb
over the rubble to get on down the road.
My next memory is of walking down
Ulsterville Avenue going to my grannies
house. I don’t know how we got there
but I do remember that we were passing
people who were obviously going to their
work and they were clean and we were
dirty.
I can’t recall actually getting to granny’s
or what happened next, but my next
memory is being in a street in Lisburn
– I presume we got there on a bus. We
were walking down the street and my
mother had my hand and suddenly I was
sick. What happened next is a mystery
but somehow we ended up in Dromara at
a lovely farm house. If you have to be
moved to the country nine is a perfect age
because you are old enough to take it all in
and remember it.
It was a mixed farm – a bit of everything.
Although they had a Ferguson tractor they
still used horses to plough some ﬁelds.
They had a milking herd of cattle and two
bulls (a red one and a black one which was
younger and ready to defend its space).
There were also sheep, pigs, hens, ducks
and geese. I was interested in everything
that was happening on the farm. In the
stable, where the hay was put out for the
horses to feed was where one of the farm
cats decided to have her kittens. The horse
still ate the hay and I used to wonder how
it avoided accidentally eating a kitten as
well. But it was probably nice and warm
in there.
They also killed their own pigs for their
own consumption. A slaughter man
would come to do the job. As I said I
was interested in all the activities and was
waiting to see what all these preparations
were for. The men were trying to get
rid of me but I was slow to take the hint
– they never actually said what was about
to happen, but when they sent me on a
useless errand I realised that they did
want me to go, so I made myself scarce!
The carcase was hung, cut and cured at
the farm. I can’t remember how long that
took. The farmer’s wife made her own
butter. The milk fresh from the cows
was put through a separator to get the
cream. It didn’t taste like cream to me
at all because it wasn’t sweet. When the
week’s cream had been collected it was
emptied into a churn, and then the hard
work started. The churn was heavy and
was turned with a big handle and hard
to get started moving; we used to take it
in turns. It was lovely to be able to say
you helped make the butter and pat it in
to shapes. It was good exercise

One of the neighbouring farmers grew
ﬂax, and I had never seen anything as
lovely as ﬂax in ﬂower. But when it came
to pulling it I couldn’t even pull one stalk
complete with root although the farm
workers could pull whole handfuls at one
go. When the farmer and his wife went
away for a few days my sister was left in
charge of the incubator (which was in their
bedroom) and her main job was to remove
the broken shells and any fatalities! And
make sure the newly hatched ones were
looked after. I looked after feeding the
free range hens up in a ﬁeld behind the
house. Harvest time was great – I think
I fancied being in a hay ﬁeld and helping
to rake the hay. Also helping to ﬁx the
stooks of corn.
There was a little stream running through
the farm. It was about 6 foot wide and was
really a babbling brook with little pools of
slightly deeper water. The cowman said
there were trout in little pools and if you
were very quiet and patient you could
catch them in your hands – and he showed
me how. He also told me that it was the
River Lagan, but I doubted him because
I was from Belfast and I knew how wide
and deep the river really was!
A country school was very different from
the city schools. There were usually three
classes in each room. I liked that because
if I didn’t like what my class was doing
I just listened to another one. The boys
had allotments in the school grounds but I
don’t know what the girls did at that time
– I suppose knitting or sewing. Anyway I
thought it was unfair that I couldn’t help at
the allotments. Walking home was lovely
as we walked mostly through ﬁelds.
My father was still working in Belfast and
would come down to us at the weekends.
He worked for York Street Flax Spinning
Co and it was badly damaged during the
raids. They were looking for somewhere
where they could reinstall the spinners
and ﬁnally settled for Lurgan. So in the
middle of October we moved to Lurgan.
At that time the country schools had
different summer holidays from town
schools. In the country you had shorter
time off in the summer but had another
week later in October to help with (I think)
the potatoe harvest. By that time we were
in Lurgan and I had lost a week’s holiday!
And I have never forgotten that.
I was told we were going to live on Lough
Road, and I imagined somewhere like
Bangor where you just went down a short
street from the railway station and there
was the lough. But when we got there,
there was no sign of the lough at all! We
had some rooms in a big house, which had
a baby grand piano in the drawing room
and two other reception type rooms. We
had as a living room – the library! My
sister thought she was in paradise as she
read books by the shelf full. We shared the
kitchen etc with the owners, and had two
bedrooms. There was lovely Victorian
furniture, a desk and a chaiselongue, two
library chairs and a lovely round table;
and the room was so big that you still had

lots of room. I thought it was just perfect.
We lived here for two years. There was
a huge garden and an orchard as well as
a lot of other fruit bushes and a kitchen
garden – and bamboo which I had never
seem before and I though it was a pity
there were no pandas living there.
The house had a huge basement where
the local ARP people met. I had learnt
to ride a bicycle by this time, but my
mother thought I should not be using it in
the winter, so it was left in the basement
turned upside down. There was a red
setter dog there as well and it took a fancy
to the saddle of the bike and had good fun
chewing it! The bicycle was taken to the
local shoemaker and he did a grand job
of repairing it with industrial felt, which
was used to make boot covers for some
industrial workers. My bike still has that
saddle. The boot maker also made clogs
with wooden soles and leather uppers.
They were great for workers who worked
in wet areas as the soles were very thick.
On the roads there were all sorts of
‘barricades’ to prevent the ‘enemy’ getting
along the roads. I think they were called
tank traps.
They were huge concrete
blocks about a yard wide and about as
tall as a man. They were placed two on
one side of the road (they were joined by
metal poles). Then a short distance there
would be two on the other side of the road
and then another two on the ﬁrst side. So
that the trafﬁc would have to go very slow
and take a zig-zag path. On some smaller
roads which had a slope, there were oil
drums ﬁlled with concrete lying on their
sides along the pavement edge. There
was a substantial barrier at the bottom
to keep them all in order. If the ‘enemy’
arrived these drums would be liberated
and that would stop all trafﬁc.
Eventually the US Army arrived in
Lurgan. They looked so alien to us. We
got to know a few of them very well. I
think they liked visiting us as both my
parents had been to USA several times,
so they would understand exactly what
they were missing about home.
One
time one of them brought a large metal
can the size of one of our big glass sweet
jars. It was a lovely gold colour and had
a beautiful pattern on it. I thought it was
full of sweets – but it wasn’t. It was full
of lemons for my mother! I think she
must have told them what she missed
most, and she was a very happy mother.
We kept making new US friends and one
of the soldiers we knew was sent home
as he was ill, and his girl friend used to
write letters to my mother keeping her up
to date on his progress. He had cancer of
the tongue and the treatment was sticking
radium needles into the tongue! She said
he had so enjoyed visiting us. The letters
were reduced in size and copied in some
way and they were censored.
The air raid sirens went off on rare
occasions and one time there were a couple
of US soldiers with us. My mother told
me years later, that they had remarked
to her about my reaction to the sound. I
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must have looked scared stiff. I never
liked the sound of a siren, even when the
ﬁre brigades used then later; but I didn’t
know my reaction was so obvious. I was
also told by people a wee bit older than
me, that during the raids on Belfast they
would go out and look at the sky over the
city and it would be glowing red even at
that distance.
I do not recall us being short of any
particular food. I think we just accepted
that that was the way it was. Living in a
country town was probably an advantage
as you usually knew someone who kept
hens! We did miss butter though. My
sister used to beat our butter ration along
with most of the margarine and some
milk to make a very acceptable substitute
for butter to put on the bread.
Living in a country town was very
different from living in Belfast. Everyone
knew who everyone else was.
Also
because there were no street lights you
could have a great view of the heavens on
a clear night. I soon knew all the brightest
stars and the constellations. This is one
thing I miss nowadays.
When the war started at ﬁrst, my mother’s
sister, who was married and living in
USA, wanted my mother to send us over
to her to be safe. I was really worried that
we would be sent there; and there was
also talk of living at a country school – but
I’m glad to say that neither suggestion
happened.
I always felt that nothing
terrible could happen if you were still
with your parents.
If you should have to live through such
an upheaval; then nine is the perfect
age. Someone else takes care of all the
problems and you can enjoy the good
experiences. And if your family is still in
one piece, that’s all that matters.
VC

MEMORIES OF WORLD WAR 2 MEMORIES OF AN EVACUEE
One of my ﬁrst memories is of seeing a barrage
balloon for the ﬁrst time ﬂoating over my school
and then of my mother entering the classroom to
take me home, much to my annoyance. However,
I persuaded her to let me stay and I suppose the
teacher assured her that it was quite safe for me to
stay. The appearance of these balloons caused great
excitement among the children, but consternation
among the mothers.

I don’t have any idea what it was like at home during
World War Two as I was sent away in the ﬁrst evacuation
to a farm in Kesh.
When I was there for four years, my Dad came on his
fortnightly visit and I got so homesick I cried and cried
to get home so, on the Sunday, he agreed I could go
home for one week but I had to promise to go back to
Kesh one week later.
We got home late on Sunday night but I did not see
anything wrong as it was dark, so I wondered what all
the fuss was about
About two o’clock in the morning, the siren went off
and we all ran to the air-raid shelter. I was so afraid,
but luck was with me because about one hour later the
all-clear went. Needless to say, I was on my way back
to Kesh on the ﬁrst bus the next morning.

During air raids, my young brother and I sheltered
under the stairs. During the night of the big raid the
ceilings of our bedrooms fell. We were very lucky
as the next morning showed mounds of rubble where
houses and shops had been, and an air raid shelter
full of people, including soldiers home on leave,
was ﬂattened killing everyone. We had to live with
my granny while our house was repaired.
At the end of the war we had a big street party to
celebrate, mainly for the children, but it was very
sad for those who had lost children in the bombing.
One of my uncles (a soldier) who had spent most
of the war years in Europe arrived home on leave
much to the relief and delight of the whole family.

I settled down to farm life and really enjoyed it. I don’t
remember much about the school, but I remember
rushing home to get my jobs done. I fed the hens,
collected the eggs, and helped about the farm yard.
I never asked about going home again but two years
later the war ended and my Dad came and took me
home He used to take me for walks and showed me
lotsof places that had been bombed,
Thankfully, I never had the experience of being
involved in an air-raid.
Annie Ogle

May Preston
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WW2 MEMORIES
My Memories of WW2 are
probably a mixture of what I
was told and what I remember,
I was born in 1937 and was
therefore only two years old
when war was declared. In
1942 Belfast was bombed, I can
remember all the family going
under the stairs and afterwards
been taken to the shore at
Seapark, where we lived to
see Belfast in ﬂames. The next
day we left for Armagh which
I don’t remember, we stayed
there for a while and then went
to my grand-parents farm in
Donegal, where we remained
until we returned to Holywood
when I started school.
We
had a happy time on the farm,
no gas light which we had at
Seapark, only oil lamps and
no running water but I have
no bad memories of Donegal.
Apparently we were issued
with Free State emergency
ration books. What happened
to our British Ration Books I do
not know? My father visited us
at least once a month and was
known as the ‘sweetieman’
because he always brought us
sweets and smuggled much
valued tea in a special waistcoat.
I can remember seeing big
planes ﬂying over Innishowen.
We returned to Holywood.
My brother was then three
years old and loved codliver
oil which I detested, so he got
my share and we both shared
the orange juice which came
in rectangular bottles. When
we were in Donegal, our house
was let to an army family who
came from Aberdeen. My Uncle
Andy had been to Dunkirk and
I remember seeing him in a
blue uniform with a red tie he
was a driver in the Royal Corps
of Signals.
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I remember collecting old
newspapers. We got paper
badges of army ranks for
the amount of paper which
was collected. I think I was a
major.
There was a prisoner of war
camp at Holywood where we
used to take a walk on Sunday
afternoons. There was one
prisoner who used to strut
about the gates looking very
arrogant. After a while the
prisoners were allowed out. I
can remember them in their
uniforms with patches. My
brother tells me that when he
was in infant’s class, a German
soldier visited the school and
gave the pupils wooden toys.
We always went to Donegal
during the school holidays;
the train to Londonderry was
always packed with sailors in
uniform and carrying huge
kit bags. I .remember seeing
rows of U-boats tied up at
jetties on Lough Foyle. From
Londonderry we travelled on
the Lough Swilly Railway, a
very slow journey to Buncrana,
where we caught a bus to my
grandad’s farm. There were
always redcaps checking papers
at Londonderry and customs
when crossing the border. All
suitcases were opened but we
didn’t worry; we were going
back to Donegal, a county I
still return to. So as a child, my
memories of the war are small.
I remember V.E Day, there was
a big bonﬁre on the ﬁeld across
the roar from our house (now
a bowling green) and we had a
big party. V.J Day was a smaller
affair. I can remember the street
lights going on not exactly the
Blackpool illuminations we
have today.
James Black

MY NAME IS JIMMY CONNOR
I was born in 1927 my in. The schools were closed so
memories of the war are as my chums and I had a great
time playing in and around the
follows.
bombed houses.
These activities went on all
summer. But all good things
come to an end, so after a few
months schools re opened and
things started getting back to
normal.

I was at home with my mother
and sister on Easter Tuesday
night when the Blitz began the
noise was terrible bombs and
anti aircraft ﬁre people shouting
and screaming it seemed to go
on all night after a long time
there was a very loud explosion The war still going on, and all the
the house shook and the ceiling problems that it presented for
my mother. Food and clothing
started to fall on top of us
were rationed and everyone
had ration books. These were
taken to the shops for clothes
and food. If you did not have
your ration book, you couldn’t
get any books, food or clothes.
There were air raid alerts during
the summer nights and when
the siren sounded everyone
went to the ﬁelds beyond the
houses and lay down to wait
I managed to get us all outside
for the all clear.
to the street the sky was
pink and red from burning
Life went on and we listened
buildings. We made our way
each night to the BBC News
through the rubble to the local
about the war, the ﬁghting in
school which was our Rest
the desert and North Africa,
Centre, there were a number of
air raids in England, much
people already in there and we
worse than we had at here at
learned that some people had
home. The entry of America
been killed. We stayed there
into the war certainly changed
until it was all clear then made
things a great deal. There were
our way back home our house
American soldiers everywhere
was wrecked. The bedrooms
in Belfast, and the girls had a
had collapsed. We went back to
great time.
the centre where we were taken
to my aunt’s house. We stayed
Russia was attacked by
with her for month. There was
Germany; a bad mistake on
another heavy raid on May
their part. At ﬁrst, it seemed
4th but we were lucky nothing
that it was going to be easy
happened to us.
for the Germans to overrun
them, but they were stopped
My Mother found us a house
at Stalingrad, the invasion of
where we had lived before. It
France in June of 1944 and the
was not badly damaged so we
Russian advance into Germany
moved in pretty quickly. The
hastened the end for them and
windows were covered with felt
they gave up in May 1945.
for some time after we moved
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EVACUEES

JUNE BONNER’S STORY

Due to the war, a lot of children
were evacuated from the city to
the rural countryside.
They
had friends or relations who
were offering to accommodate
them there was an inﬂux of
evacuees to our school in the
countryside. They taught us
new games to play and they
learned new skills from us we
all got along very well they
were very dramatic telling us
the magic of city life before the
blitz. We were more advanced
in some ways, as we expected
to help on the farm haymaking,
gathering potatoes, fencing to
keep sheep in, and many other
chores. The evacuees were
afraid of the cows, sheep and
horses, even the more tame
animals such as geese, hens,
or turkeys. However they
soon became familiar with the
farmyard animals. We took
good care of our books, as paper
was scarce, and our books were
handed down to the next class.
We went barefoot school in the
summer and loved the wet days
splashing in the puddles.

At the age of seven, I was
playing with a friend called
Olive in her garden, playing
Doctors. She was the doctor
and I was the patient. Olive’s
mother was making plum jam.
As Olive administered some
plum juice to me as medicine,
air raid sirens started to howl.
I was sent home and air raid
wardens were walking up
the middle of the road. Loud
howlers saying war has been
declared sounded. Everyone
was
subsequently
issued
gas masks which we kept in
cardboard boxes and took to
school with us everyday. We
also had to practise to see how
quickly we could get them out
of the box and onto our faces if
necessary. Anderson shelters
were concreted in to back
gardens. At the start of an air
raid, we would run down to
them and stay there until the all
clear siren went off. The outside
of the shelter was made to look
like a garden with earth and
ﬂowers. At a later date, Morrison
shelters were assembled in the
house like large cages. A feather
Jane McCarthy mattress would be put on the
ﬂoor and that’s where we slept.
Very few men were around
as call up for the forces was
compulsory. Everyone had an
identity card and a ration book
full of coupons that could be
exchanged for food. There was
not much variety. Eggs were
in dried powder which had to
be mixed up with water. Fruit
was scarce and kept under the
counter for regulars. Sweets
were rationed at four ounces a
week. Children were taken from
parents for evacuation away
from large cities. Mum, Eileen
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and I went to County Durham,
but we only stayed a month, as
we all got head lice. Dad came
home on army leave and said
the place was not too clean. We
would take our chances back
home. Bombs surrounded our
house. Three doors away, two
houses were demolished. Ten
houses in the opposite direction
were hit directly. One was hit
on the Anderson shelter in the
garden and a whole family
killed. A landmine at the top of
the road hit the two brewers’
pubs and killed all inside. There
were a couple of incendiary
bombs on the allotments which
made huge craters. In 1945, a
lot of Irishmen came over to
do war damage repairs. Your
brother James was in charge. I
got the job of cleaning his ofﬁce
windows, as his site hut had
been erected on number 112
of 114 houses that had been
bombed. And guess what, I am
still cleaning his windows!
Jane McCarthy

MEMORIES OF WORLD WAR 2
When the war started in 1939 I was eight years old. After the bombs started to fall in Belfast my
parents decided that, like a lot of other children, I should be evacuated out of the city to a farm in
the country.
My father had an uncle who owned a farm situated between Crossgar and Saintﬁeld in Co Down
and I was taken there only to discover that three other cousins whose parents had the same idea were
already there along with their parents. Consequently, there was a certain amount of overcrowding.
I had been used to living in a spacious semi-detached house with only one brother and my mum
and dad, and was happy with my own space. Circumstances had changed and whilst I got on well
with my cousins occasionally adult tempers became frayed.
All this passed me by however in the excitement of a city boy living on a farm for the ﬁrst time.
There were chickens
to feed, eggs to collect,
cows to milk and,
best of all, horses to
ride. Whilst it took
me a while getting used
to the overcrowding
and the taste of country
butter which the
farmer’s wife made
by hand-churning
milk once a week, I
was having a great
time. I loved drinking
the milk direct from
the cow, something
children could not
do now.
Of course, there was
which everyone was
especially at harvest
mechanised in those
potatoes and pulling
hard and exhausting
enjoyed my time on
years looked back
great fondness.

also the hard work in
expected to be involved,
time. Farms were not
times and digging
ﬂax by hand was very
work. Nevertheless, I
the farm and in later
on the experience with

Unfortunately,
it
had to end. I think my
mother who came
to see me once a week
got a little tired
and fed up with the
weekly journey. She
travelled by train and
had a three mile walk
from the railway station
to the farm, loaded
down with shopping
bags. Or I like to
think that maybe both
my mum and dad
missed me! Anyway,
the bombing of Belfast had long since ceased and they felt it was safe enough for me to return
home.
In subsequent years, I returned to the farm on a regular but infrequent basis and was always made
welcome. Unfortunately, the farmer and his wife passed away many years ago and the present
occupants are unknown to me. However, occasionally my wife and I would drive past the farm
when going to other places and it stirs up within me many pleasant memories of my attempts to
become a farmer.
Evan Preston
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I COME FROM NORTH BELFAST
My name is Mary Connor. My
ﬁrst memory of the war was the
night of the blitz on April 1941.
We were wakened by the air
raid sirens screaming out and
my father hurried us all down
the stairs and hid underneath
them until the all clear. When
we eventually emerged in the
morning it was like a vision
from Hell, our own house wasn’t
too bad, but when we went
outside a lot of the houses were
totally destroyed. People were
screaming and crying about
relatives that had been killed.

We were wearily trudging
along the road when along
came a couple of big country
men when the adults explained
who and what we were they
took pity on us and one man
said to the other if nobody
comes to take these people in
Willie John I’m going to kick
the door of this hall in and get
these poor people off the road
which he proceeded to do.
Next morning we were brought
to a school in a place called
Randalstown and from there
we were taken to different
houses my family ended up
with a wee country woman
and her son and so began my
introduction to country life, the
blitz was forgotten and so was
the war, however after a few
months my mother decided to
risk going back to Belfast and I
started back with a heavy heart
not because I was leaving the
country but I knew we were
going back to school as usual;
here in the country we didn’t
have to do any work and every
one felt sorry for us it was
great.

Next morning we were told
that were going to be evacuated
and I was very excited because
it meant no school, on the way
to the station we could hear
loud bangs which frightened
us very much, my father said it
was damaged buildings being
blown up as they were very
dangerous if anyone tried to get
back in to collect some of their
possessions they could killed
and what a tragedy after such
a night the noise was terrible
and children were crying and
we started to cry as well. We all
had labels pinned to our coats
and then we all ﬁnally got on Back in Belfast life returned to
the train.
normal for us children but for
the adults it must have been
Looking out the window we a nightmare, women had to
could see little cottages in the queue for hours in the shops
distance and I wanted to go for very little food, rationing
back home even if the doors was the order of the day, I think
were blown off the empty we were only allowed 2oz of
spaces and quietness made me butter each per week and to
feel homesick. Arriving at last supplement this women got
we got out at a small country sweetie bottles ﬁlled them with
station expecting people to milk and shook like mad until
meet us but it was deserted, the milk turned to butter.
the adults were very angry as
by this time we were very cold
and hungry, what next?
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As we were only given one
egg per week the government
supplied us with dried eggs
which we didn’t think were too
bad. We didn’t have bananas or
oranges as these fruits had to be
brought from overseas as the
ships were all used in the war
effort ﬁghting the enemy was
more important
During this time we went
about our lives as usual some
nights we were wakened by the
sirens and we had to run to the
nearest air raid shelter, these
were small brick structures
reinforced with the metal and
were supposed to be bombproof, but unfortunately in
some cases this proved to be
untrue. However, it was the
only protection we had and
we had to make the best of it,
for us children it was one big
adventure, but for our parents
it was a nightmare.
Mothers seemed to bear the
brunt of every day life with
queuing up continually for food
and generally keeping the spirit
of life up. It was certainly very
difﬁcult and the war seemed to
go on forever.
The war ended in May 1945 and
for most families the hardship
went on because rationing went
on for years, but thank God we
ﬁnally got peace but the war
with Japan went on until August
1945 and please we won’t have
to endure another one.
Mary Connor

WARTIME MEMORIES
I am trying to write about things etc. got the coupons for petrol.
I remember about the war and There were horse and carts to
after the war:
carry goods and supplies some
of these horses were stabled
I was not very old when the near Nelson Street so when the
war started but I remember my bombings started these animals
parents talking about things got very nervous and upset and
that happened during the war when the bombing started and
years there were yarns and they could have become very
some yarns were true and dangerous to go near. Many
I suppose there were some children were evacuated to the
not so full of truth. I lived in country and were parted from
Nelson Street that was just off their parents for the ﬁrst time
York Street, which did get it fair in their lives my husband was
share of bombing. There was a one of the children who was
space under the stairs in most evacuated to Enniskillen in
houses which when there was County Fermanagh he told me
an air-raid people thought they he did not like it one bit.
would be safe sitting under the
stairs which looking back now There was strict rationing people
was very foolish as most of the were issued with ration books
houses were old and if they had and coupons to buy food and
been hit which many houses clothes. I remember when the
were they just fell like a deck war was over my mother gave
of cards around the residents me my ﬁrst banana she told me
some were killed and some I could make a sandwich with
were badly injured.
There the banana which I did. The
were bombs dropped in areas children did not have too many
off York Street whole Streets of sweets so most of us all grew up
terrace houses were demolished with good teeth and there were
and many lives lost. There was not too many obese children.
a Linen Mill that was located in There was a Methodist Church
York Street called York Street in York Street Called Maguire’s
Flax Spinning Mill many of the the name was changed later on
people that lived in York Street to The North Belfast Mission
worked in the Mill. The Mill but the minister who preached
was completely ﬂattened by a in Maguire’s was called Daddy
bomb so that meant that most Maguire he was very generous
of the people were out of work to the poor people of the area
so life for them was very hard there was a free breakfast for
trying to raise a family and children before they went to
doing their best for them.
school a few mornings a week.
I was told that all the dangerous
animals in Belfast Zoo were
shot dead during the war
years. There was not so many
motorised transport during the
war years for petrol rationing
was in force I think only
business people and doctors

interested in the ship-building
industry and the factory’s that
were making ammunition for
the war effort also the docks
area was involved with the
ships coming and going.

My father came from County
Tyrone and some of his family
still lived there, it was only
4 miles from the border near
County Monaghan as the freestate was not in the war there
was no food shortage. My
mother used to go to the country
a few times a year and smuggle
food from Monaghan for us
but the customers ofﬁcers were
very strict and sometimes they
would take all their purchases
of them you always had to take
that chance. There were lots
of people went over to border
towns in the South to buy food
for their family’s but if the
custom men decided to take
their goods it was a waste of a
There were air-raid shelters journey and the lose of money
built in Nelson Street and there they could ill afford.
were air-raid shelters built in the
playground of the school I went My father’s sister was a widow
to I don’t think the shelters were who lived in a street off the
used very often. I know Belfast Shankill Road when the war
was heavily bombed during the started she went to live in
war the enemy seemed to be Caledon, County Tyrone with
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her seven children I think the
house was a run down shack
but I suppose they were glad
of some sort of a place to
live. The house contained 2
rooms upstairs and 2 rooms
downstairs there were no ﬂush
toilets or washing facilities I
suppose there was only a cold
top outside and a tin bath,
which they had to make the
best of. The American Soldiers
were stationed in the little
village so my aunt took in the
soldiers washing so she was
able to make some money but it
was not easy for there were no
washing machines in fact there
was no electricity in the house.
One day the rent man decided
to call for the rent she said
“You are bloody lucky to get
someone to live in this never
mind paying rent for it.”
My grandmother built a summer
wooden bungalow in Eden that
is just outside Carickfergus my
grandmother was a business
woman and her family used this
bungalow for weekends and
summer holidays but when the
war started the bungalow was
used to house all her relatives
I’m sure there was not very
much space inside but in those
days people made do with very
little they had to for there was
no other way.
I remember after the war there
was a lot of waste grounds where
buildings once stood the bottom
of North Street was turned
into a fair ground there were
dodgem cars and other swings
and roundabouts. There was a
man who used to get a crowd
around him and then he asked
the crowd to throw money into
the middle when he thought
he had enough money he got
some men from the crowd to

tie him up in a strait-jacket and
bind him with chains then he
struggled and made it look very
hard to make his escape that
was the entertainment. I think
they call these entertainers now
Buskers.

I also remember a great big
water reservoir that was built
in Great Georges Street. The
water in the tank was ﬁlthy but
I suppose it was good enough
to put out ﬁres with. We were
all issued with gas masks in
little cases. Children did not
get much education it was only
people with money who could
afford to send their children to
further colleges and university
the ordinary people had to
send their children to work
when they reached the age of 14
most of the children were sent
to work in the Flax Mills and
Gallagher’s Tobacco Factory
also stitching warehouses were
all sorts of clothing was made
and exported to other countries.
The wages that these young
people earned was very low and
hours were long I think some
of them worked from 45 to 50
hours a week with one week’s
holiday a year with a few days
at Christmas and Easter but
they did not complain because
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High Street after the Blitz.

they did not know life any
different. Many of these young
people were badly injured in
the Flax Mills my husband
was one of these young people
he was caught in one the big
machine and lost his right arm
at the age of 15 years the courts
were not too generous with
compensation in those days
they paid out a meagre sum
with no pension rights it was
a sad time.
Most teenagers
who were working lived at
home with their parents some
teenagers moved to England
were they thought their work
prospects would be better some
went to other countries which
were a lot further some of them
never saw their home-land or
families again it was goodbye
for ever it was a very sad time
for the family to leave a loved
one to the boat and know they
might never see them again.
The Children in York Street
area had swings just off Henry

Street were we played, we also
had a skipping rope which
we played in the street then
we used the rope as a swing
the rope was hung in a lamppost but if the police caught
you the rope was taken of
you I suppose they thought it
was too dangerous there were
many ball games played in
the street. The street was the
main playgrounds were all the
kids played it was safe enough
for there was very little trafﬁc.
At school the only physical
education was the teacher took
us to the playground and we
had a few exercises for about
20 minutes or so that happened
when the teacher felt like it the
only 2 reading books that was
in the school was Kidnapped
and Treasure Island I suppose
the schools did not get much of

an allowance to buy essential
material. The head Master’s
name was Mr Alex Freeburn he
was in the school a long time
and he taught many families
the school was Lancastern
Street Primary I think there
was about 4 or 5 other teachers
in the school as well. I’m sure
there were many bright children
went to that school but without
funding there was little they
could do but get a job and get
on with their lives.
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Alfred Campbell’s memories
of the blitz
I remember the people took what
you would call the itch, you
broke out in scabs in between
your ﬁngers and toes and the
crown of your head, the only cure
was then treacle and sulphur,
the boys got there heads shaved,
leaving them with only a donkey
fringe. I remember the Savoy
cinema Crumlin Road showing
Gone With the Wind, and the
next day the roof of the cinema
was gone, I was in the Park
cinema one night it was showing
a war picture about the Germans
and Yanks and suddenly a
ﬂash came on the screen it read
Germany
Surrounded
and
every one rushed out cheering
and no doubt to celebrate. I can
remember seeing the sky light

up with powerful search lights
and seeing the GERMAN planes
and hearing the whistling and
exploding of the bombs
A
land-mine exploded in Torrens
Road off Oldpark Road it caused
terrible death and destruction, we
learned after what happened was
the German plane that dropped
the bomb the bomb disengaged
itself from the parachute and
glided over the rooftops to above
road and exploded the parachute
landed in the back yard of a house
facing were we lived I remember
going over to see the parachute it
was made of the most beautiful
silk even the ropes were made of
silk then the police and air-raid
wardens took it away. I travelled
around with my chums looking
at the devastation of the area and
I noticed a terrible amount of
incendiary devices lying about
which were explosives with sand
thrown over them by the A.R.P
(air-raid patrols) the children
and adults were warned not to
lift or touch anything that was
suspicious in case they were
explosives.

We heard later the plane we
saw the day before was a
reconnaissance plane taking
photographs

I was always the one in the
family to do all the shopping
and the food was rationed
and hard to get and you had
to queue up for everything
one day I was sent to get some
sausages I tried everywhere
without success and on the
way home I spied in this ﬁsh
and sea-food shop a ringlet of
sausages hanging from a hook
so I bought a pound of them I
was pleased at getting them and
no more shopping my mum
cooked them with a fry up with
soda and potato bread and
no one enjoyed them so I was
in the dog house for bringing
those sausages home the shop
was Dixons Fish Shop Oldpark
Road Belfast. The sausages
were made of ﬁsh. Then there
were the black- outs, you were
not allowed to show any lights,
most houses only hade gas
light then, so you always hade
to turn it way down low which
One day in our school we were was not very bright , then there
in the playground and we the bread , it was called black

bread the cause of being black
was the was mixed with other
ingredients making it sprinkled
with black spots all .through the
loaf . we had a Morrison shelter
in our house, it was made of
heavy plated steel and was
surrounded with heavy gage
wire, it was about the size of a
double bed we used it as a bed
and sometimes as a table. There
were air raid shelters made in
most streets and roads they
were made of bricks and cement
roofs, I do not think people used
them much as they were used
by courting couples and others
using them as toilets so the
smell was not very pleasant but
some shelters were cleaned by
thoughtful neighbours. They
also caused accidents children
would run out from behind
them and be knocked over by
passing vehicles I remember
hearing of a cyclist going to
work down Albert Street Falls
Road he crashed into a shelter
and was killed. There was a
boy in my class his name was
Skelton he lived in what we
called the bally streets Oldpark
Road the streets were ﬂattened
with bombs his house came
tumbled down around them
his little was badly hurt and his
father rushed with her in his
arms to the ﬁrst aid centre at
Finston School a German plane
came down machine- gunning
all round the area and so they
were both killed.
After the war in Bridge Street
waste ground were Arnolds old
building was the had in show
Field Marshall Goering private
car was parked and you were
allowed to sit in it.

noticed our school master he
kept looking up to the sky and
we noticed a plane which was
very high up then our teacher
Mr Bell ordered us to quickly go
indoors when we heard the airraid sirens going off that night
German planes came over Belfast
and the bombing was very heavy
and many lives were lost.

Rebecca Campbell
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EVACUEE STORY
After the blitz on Easter Monday my mother and
father decided we would all go to my father’s
relations at Newtownards they had two farms
there and ask if we could stay with them as it
would be safer than Belfast. We went to the bus
depot where hundreds of people were trying to
get out of the city and away to the country, after a
long delay we got a bus for Newtownards. When
we arrived other relations also were there so we
all spent that night sleeping on the ﬂoor. Next day
the other family left and we cleared two rooms in
an old house on the farm to live in. Water was in
a well quite a distance from the house, cooking on
a small oil primus stove and the open ﬁre, lighting
was by oil lamp.
It was then decided my brother who was seven
and I was nine would go to the Model school in
Newtownards; a four mile round trip every day.
There was no bus so we had to walk and parents
did not accompany children to school in those
days. The teachers were very annoyed to have
evacuees in their class and tried their best to make
us appear stupid to the rest of the class.
Summer holidays on the farm were very good
playing in the ﬁelds looking for edible mushrooms
helping on the farm and best of all riding on a
horse drawn cart or playing at the river. On one
occasion my brother who had watched large pots
of potatoes being boiled to feed the farm animals,
decided he would try and boil a potato in a tin
when no one was about but when he tried to lift
it of the boiling water spilled over his foot. As
doctors charged in those days it was treated by
my grandmother using an old fashioned remedy,
and took along time to heal.
When the dark nights set in at the end of September
my mother decided we would all return to Belfast,
as she was frightened living in the old house as
there was a lot of rats in the old building
As a lot of people were returning to Belfast at that
time it was very difﬁcult to get a house to rent
we got a house in a street of Newtownards road
the windows had nearly all been blown out at
the blitz and as glass was very scarce instead of
replacing the windows with glass they had been
replaced with white material which kept out the
rain but reduced the amount of light and made
the house very dark.

My brother and I were very glad to return to our
old school - Mount Pottinger, and meet our old
friends.
The Black Market and Smuggling
A friend of mine worked in a butchers shop. He
would be asked to go to a farm where the farmer
would have a lamb or a pig which he had not
registered and kept hidden from the inspectors
when they checked. He would kill the animal and
bring it back to the bosses garage where it was
prepared for the shop and sold on the black market
for a good price.
On one occasion he was caught and got a heavy ﬁne,
but on the morning he was to go to. An envelope
appeared in the hall with the exact amount for the
ﬁne.
As petrol was strictly rationed the petrol for such
trips was obtained by having a special tank made
which ﬁlled the space below the back seat then a trip
across the border where there was no rationing and
this tank was ﬁlled and smuggled across the border.
This was one trick which was used and customs
ofﬁcers who checked looking for smuggling never
caught.
There was a lot of smuggling from the south of
Ireland as they had no rationing many ingenious
attempts were made to smuggle food across
the border where customs ofﬁcers were always
very thorough in their search any items found
conviscated. On one occasion I was cycling across
the border and had to remove the saddle the customs
ofﬁcer was looking nylons hidden in the tube.
Roy Finlay
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MEMORIES OF 15/16TH APRIL 1941
On the night of 15/16th April
1941, we suddenly began to
learn what war was really
about. I went to a cinema on
the Oldpark Road called the
Park Cinema with a girl called
Peggy Walker.

John - August 1944

I found it very difﬁcult to
remain in the house but on
mentioning it to Dad, he said
that Mother felt reasonably safe
because both of her men were
in the house, and if I went out
she would go mad. He said
that he would like to be outside
I am not sure of the time when with me and doing something
a notice appeared on the screen to help.
to say that the air raid siren had
sounded. Peggy immediately My Uncle Norman, told me
asked me to take her home later, that he got very nervous
so we left at once and had to sitting in the house so he took
walk down the Oldpark Road Aunt Sally and the children
across to the Crumlin Road, up the Woodvale Road for
then to the Shankill Road and safety, but found it was even
to the Springﬁeld Road and up worse than sitting in the house,
to Clovelly St. When we got to because he could see all the
Peggy’s door I waited until it ﬁres which made him angry
opened and then told her that at himself as he could not do
I would see her next day, little anything to help anyone who
knowing that I would never might need it.
again see her.
He was one of those who
On rushing home I found that would rush to help any who
Mother was not in, so I told Dad were in trouble and when next
that I would go for her just as the sirens sounded on the ﬁrst
my sister, Cassie came in with Saturday in May, he was out
Mother.
instantly.
Mum was in a very jumpy
mood and I ﬁgured that I must
stay indoors rather than worry
her any more.
I was not long in the house
when the drone of planes could
be heard, and before long the
explosion of bombs! Gradually,
I was able to learn the different
sounds of various. explosions
They were all, of course,
harbingers of death but the
worst sound was the ﬂuttering
of the parachutes on the
landmines, as if they were
lingering in the air, threatening
us before the actual explosion,
which was loud enough.
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John Martin

THE AIR RAID WARDEN
The air raid warden was responsible
for checking that every house had
adequate black out on all the
windows, this was very important
because it hindered the German
pilots in their missions to bomb
Belfast, of course the Germans had
aerial plans of Belfast, and knew were
all the strategic buildings, railways
and shipyard were, but the people
of Belfast with their blackouts made
sure that they would not make it any
easier for the Germans to bomb them.
One air raid warden who loved his
job very much checked his blackouts
keenly. One night after the air raid siren
had gone he dutifully went about his
business checking windows ,he saw a
chink of light shining out from beneath
someone’s window, the occupants of
this particular house had grown tired
of this over zealous warden, so when
the warden shouted through their
door ,”There is a light coming out
from beneath your window, ﬁx it”, an
uneasy silence pervaded for a couple
of minutes, until at last a voice as if
from the bowels of the earth ,
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(probably from underneath
the staircase) shouted back to
the warden, “Is them Germans
coming over in planes, or on
their hands and knees.”
The faceless occupants won their
point for the warden passed by
without any further comment. Of
course the occupants being more
fearful of the Germans and not
so afraid of the warden, rectiﬁed
their blackout the following
night
This story opens with a letter
written by a British soldier on
active service somewhere
near Calais, France. War has not
yet broken out between Britain
and Germany, hope is fading
for a peaceful settlement. The
soldier’s leave has been delayed,
he is anxious to see his family
once again before he is called
into action against the German
forces. His last visit home, on
leave, was in November 1939.
The letter is dated 18 April 1940.

I was almost two years old when
my father wrote this anxious
letter to my granny.
“When is my daddy coming
home?” I asked her as I watched
her reading his letter, I was
excited at the prospect of my
father coming home. “We shall
see your father soon,” was her
reply, “now we have to make
this house tidy in case he arrives
home sooner than we expect
him to.” My granny being a very
practical lady with a warm kind
sensitive nature did not want to
keep me anxious for long about
my fathers leave.
To distract me, and I suspect
herself, from any concern for my
father, she gave me a duster and
told me to dust the chairs and
mantelpiece while she went off to
the scullery to make the evening
meal. I was easily distracted
from my work as I listened to her
sweet voice singing “I dreamt
I dwelt in marble halls, with
vassals and serfs at my side.”
Soon my brother John aged four

Dear Mother,
ditions are
Well here we are again Back to the farm, con
ice We
much worse but what else can one expect on active serv
address I
have been moved since my last letter note the new
hope you are well.
if that’s
I am not too bad, subject to the usual colds, but
the leave
all I will be lucky It was a bad disappointment about
t week but
let us hope it will start soon I was all built up for nex
now will be delayed.
Write by retu rn and let me know how you are,
.
new address, the letters may take a little longer now
Well cheerio for the present, you r loving son
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years arrived to take me round
the corner to my mother’s house.
I was never allowed to go home
on my own from my granny’s
house. I was tired of doing the
dusting, it was time for me to go
home, my mother never asked
me to do chores. I was greeted
by my mother, “You’re back
then.” She had that anxious look
on her face that gave me feelings
of unease, I had interrupted
her reading of my fathers letter
dated the same as my grannies
letter, 18 April 1940. My father
always sent two letters home,
one to his mother and one to
his wife. “When is my daddy
coming home?” I asked her. Her
reaction was different from my
granny’s, for my mother had got
tired of answering this question
that was asked so frequently
by her children. “Very soon, I
hope,” was her reply, but her
sad anxious face did not reassure
me. My mother had not seen my
father since November 1939, and
it was now the middle of April
1940.
It was understandable
that she was anxious for her
four children and the unborn
child that she was carrying in
her womb, since my father’s last
visit in November 1939. Yet I,
being only two years old was
easily distracted and soon forgot
my mother’s anxious look, for I
had many chums in my street to
play with. There were always
great battles going on in our
street. We all played at “War
games,” “bang, bang you’re
dead,” shouted those who were
lucky enough to own a toy gun,
as they pretended to shoot those
unlucky enough not to have one,
those who were shot lay still on
the cobbled road with a pretence
that was frightening. The
pretend wars between us were
re-enactments of the Hollywood
movies that the older children
saw in the local picture house. I
was not allowed to go with my
brothers, as I was too young.

The pictures screened ﬁghts
between cowboys and Indians.
It was a ﬁght in the street as to
who would be the cowboys as
they were considered the good
guys, the Indians were the bad
guys, and the street was always
strewn with dead Indians. My
brother used to say, “The Indians
are the real heroes and victims.”
I was always a victim for I was
too young to protest otherwise to
the older cowboys. I was happy
to live in that make believe
world, where one could be dead
yet get up and walk away. I also
enjoyed the respect that I had
from the other children, because
my father was in another country
waiting to ﬁght in a real war.
It was hard for my mother
being an adult in that uncertain
time (of April 1940), before my
father came home on his last
leave, she could not walk away
from her responsibilities and I
knew she never would, she was
always there for us. I always
remember her saying, “why
did I ever leave home”, I could
never be sure what she meant,
her Heavenly home, or her own
happy childhood in the peaceful
country town of Coleraine. I
remember once asking her what
she meant by “her home” but she
just smiled. My mother did smile
and laugh often, despite her
worries. I remember that while
she worked (she was always
working) she hummed perfectly
in tune (to whatever it was she
was humming, she never did sing
the words). She was happiest of
all when she was humming and
doing her daily household tasks,
and one of her favourite hums
was “Home Sweet Home.” Later
on in life when I was much older
I sang the song many times for
my mother, I could see that she
appreciated hearing all the words,
especially the last sentence that
had to be sung twice, “there’s no
place like home”. I never knew

what she was thinking, or if she
was still sorry that she ever left
her home.
There was great excitement
mingled with relief when my
father safely arrived home on his
last leave from the impending
war in France. I do not know
the exact time of his arrival, it
must have been sometime in
early May 1940, and there was
no mention of his leave dates
on the Ministry of Defence’s
war record of my father. I do
know that when he came home
he hugged and kissed us all, of
that there was no doubt. He then
took us all with him round to my
grannies street (the next street
from ours) where his mother
and sisters were waiting to greet
him; he hugged and kissed them
also. My brothers and I were
so proud to be seen with my
father in his soldier’s uniform.
My father was able to take my
brother up onto his shoulder and
me on the other one, how proud
and secure I felt in his strong
arms. Neighbours in the street
greeted my father with “glad to
see you again safe and well,” he
happily replied that it was “good
to be home”. Some days after my
father’s homecoming, he took
my brothers and me over to my
uncle’s house. Some pictures
were taken of us all. As usual I
was in my father’s arms. I still
have those photos that prove
how proud my father was, and
I was even prouder, perched
high in his arms. My two older
brothers went with my father to
Ormeau Park and my uncle took
a picture of the three of them
beside a small lake (yes, there
once was a small lake in Ormeau
Park). My brothers were sad in
this photo because my father
was due to go back to France the
next day. While we were in my
uncle’s house, my mother was
at home busily preparing my
father’s uniform. By the time we
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all arrived home to her she was
sitting on the settee diligently
polishing his black army boots.
How I hated those ugly black
boots. The boots had taken up
a corner of our small kitchen
house during my father’s time
with us. On one occasion I went
close to the boots to smell them,
the shiny new leather was not
an unpleasant smell, but still, to
me, those boots were a constant
reminder of my father’s eventual
departure from us all. How
could my mother polish those
boots with a vigour never used
on the other shoes? Perhaps she
was confronting them with the
realization that she would not
be polishing them again, once
my father left. “Does my daddy
have to wear those boots again?”
I asked her. “They are part of his
army uniform, he would not get
back to the war without them,”
she said. My father laughed,
it was a relief to hear him say,
“When I come back again I will
leave those boots on the boat and
wear my own shoes home.”
My father’s leave home was over,
all too soon, for there he was, all
kitted out in his army uniform,
ready to go. He hugged and
kissed us all, he told my mother,
“I will send my new address to
you when I ﬁnd out where I will
be stationed.” He lifted me up in
his arms again and told me to be
good and look after my mother
(I was always good, I think?). I
was glad to see the boots were
not in their usual place in the
corner of the kitchen, the glad
did not last long for when I
looked down from my lofty
perch on my fathers shoulder, I
could see the boots were on his
feet. “Don’t go daddy,” I cried,
as he gently put me down. “I
will see you all soon”, he said,
with sadness in his voice. Could
I have stopped him from going
to war with my childish voice?
How was I to know that there

was a more powerful, strident
voice than mine speaking to my
father? “Your country needs
you,” urged the war ofﬁce. The
smell of the new leather on those
boots seemed to choke me. We
all watched as my father walked
down our busy street. Strangely
those heavy boots made little
sound, unlike the noise they
made when my father had come
home up the street and my
mother had said to him on his
arrival at the door, “I could hear
your boots before I saw you”. My
father must have felt sad leaving
us, how could his feet lift those
heavy boots when, with each step
he took away from us, his heart
grew heavier. Did he hear the
voices of the neighbours wishing
him, “All the best, Harry”, as he
went out of our view.
I recall a sentence from my father’s
letter quoted at the beginning of
this short story, “The letters may
take a little longer now.” After
my father left us to go back to the
impending war, we received no
more letters from him. We did get
two postcards, one from London,
on his way back to the war, and
a ﬁeld service postcard. These
were the last communications
we had from him. Sadly for my
family and me those shiny black
boots took my father away from
us forever.
My father was three months
“missing, somewhere in France”
when my little brother was born
in August 1940. My mother had a
difﬁcult time giving birth to him.
All the stress and uncertainty of
not knowing if my father was
alive or dead must have troubled
her constantly. I did not know
how worried she was when I
was two years old, it is only now
as I write this little war story that
I can understand how unhappy
she must have been. I do not
know how she coped, but cope
she did and one of the reasons for

this was that we had wonderful
relations who took me and my
three brothers into their care. We
all lived in a time where people
helped each other. I believe I
still asked about my father but
sadly this time I got no answers.
It was too painful for my family
to speak of him. It was Christmas
1940 when my mother took out
the large wooden box full of
mysterious letters and cards. I
stood over her as she opened the
box. It was then that she let me
see my father’s messages to us
all: a lace Christmas card from
the previous year, “To my loving
wife,” four Walt Disney birthday
cards to all his children, “From
Daddy with love,” and another
picture postcard from France.
There was also a picture of my
father in his soldier’s uniform;
this picture imprinted itself on
my mind, a sad substitute for the
real person. My mother carefully
put all items back in the box and
took it away to her special place.
Many times she let me see the
contents of her box yet I never
saw my father’s letters to her,
what happened to them no one
knows. Years later I learnt that
my grandmother had kept all her
letters from her son and when she
died her daughters had put them
away in a safe place, eventually I
acquired my father’s letters that
were sent to my grandmother,
from
her
daughter.
Before the year 1940 was over,
my brother of four years almost
died of pneumonia. Twenty-four
hours daily of continual care, by
my aunts, saved his life. They
used a very small cup with a
small funnel, ﬁlled with liquids,
to ensure that his throat was
kept moist and of course, endless
loving care. I am thankful to
write that he is still alive today.
Myra Gibson
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EASTER TUESDAY 1941
My ﬁrst alert of the bomb raid came when the
sirens sounded and it seemed that their wail
came from all directions. My mother, sister
and I huddled beneath our wooden table,
which sat below the window of our kitchen,
and my mother was saying her rosary. My
grandmother and my two maiden aunties
were seated in our coalhole which was under
our staircase. Everything was in darkness
and gradually the roar of planes was heard
overhead drowning-out the screech of the
sirens. My mother had placed a bucket of
drinking-water at the side of the ﬁreplace for
fear that there would be a shortage of water
when the “all-clear” was sounded. When the
lights came on again, after the “all-clear” had
been given, the water was black with soot from
the chimney as a large slate had dislodged
and fallen into the bucket. My sister and I
were crying. All at once we heard the sound
of voices outside as people tried to ﬁnd out if

Next morning was a different story, however,
with everyone out and about anxious to see
what damage had been done. People seemed
to be going about in a daze and each of them
had their own stories to tell. Some people
had lost family members, others had no
homes to go back to and then there were the
very unfortunate who had lost both family
and home.

everyone was safe. My uncle, who was an
A.R.P. warden, came up to see if we were safe
and to tell us that Brookﬁeld Mill was on ﬁre.
He asked if he could bring my young cousins
up to stay the night as they lived beside the
Mill in Brookﬁeld Street. We were lucky, as
our street had escaped any damage.

where hundreds of people were hopefully
trying to ﬁnd trains which would take them
to their destinations. The only place we could
ﬁnd on our train was the luggage carriage
which was most uncomfortable for my
grandmother. My sister and I thought all this
was a great adventure.

My mother decided we had to leave for our
own safety and, looking back, I can now see
her point. As a widow with two children
to consider, one aged six years and myself,
aged four, plus my eighty-four year old
grandmother, she felt she did not have a
choice. We had relations at a place called Sion
Mills, Co. Tyrone who were willing to give
us shelter until something more permanent
could be sorted out for us.
We arrived at The Great Northern Railway

Damage outside the St Anne’s
Cathedral, Belfast
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When we arrived at Sion Mills station we
were met by our friends who were glad to
see us safe and sound. We had a good meal
and then as children had to get to bed which
happened to be an attic,
to get there you had to climb up a ladder.
Everything was so strange to us for the ﬁrst
few days. Then we found lodgings with a Mr
Gallaher who was a widower and had plenty
of room for us. Mr Gallaher had chickens, a
large garden with trees so we had plenty to
keep us amused.
Sadly in the month of May my grandmother
died suddenly, my mother said she died of a
broken heart because she missed her home in
Belfast. We then had to return to Belfast to
begin our lives all over again.
Our house was just as we left it (30, Chatham
Street, Crumlin Road) I think it was glad to
see us all back home again.
The war went on and so did life everything
was rationed.

Bridie Madden

MEMORIES OF THE BLITZ IN BELFAST
I am a retired male of 78 years old. During the blitz on Belfast in 1941, I was evacuated to Newry at age of
thirteen. I had just a few months left before ﬁnishing school. However, I didn’t go back after I was evacuated.
I stayed in Newry for one year. Coming back to Belfast, I started as messenger for Johnston’s Umbrellas and
worked there for one year. That was followed by an apprenticeship in painting and decorating. I mostly
worked at that trade before emigrating to New York in1960, where I stayed until my retirement in 1993.
During my younger days, I was fond of history and classical music. Going round Smithﬁeld on Saturday, I
would buy classical music records. History and music were my main interests. History of ancient Greece I
found very interesting and I also developed an interest in Irish history.
While living in New York, I entered for a high school diploma issued by the State of New York. I passed and
received my diploma. Since I had not been to school for twenty-ﬁve years, this gave me a new found conﬁdence.
After that I graduated from Empire State College of New York with a B.A. degree in Labour and Management.
My memories of the blitz are varied; some are sad, some are funny. The sad part was that so many people were
killed. I lived near the ship yards on the Newtownards Road. I remember some funny aspects despite how
frightening the blitz actually was.
The popular cinema got hit, and I remember seeing a serial that we use to watch every week – ‘Flash Gordon’s Trip
to Mars.’ It was Larry Buster Crab who was the hero, the evil Ming the Merciless was Charles Middleton. I was
walking past the Popular, and I saw a bit of this movie lying on the ground. As I continued up the Newtownards
Rd and I could see a dentist’s chair, sitting on its own, swinging round in the middle of the road. Now when
the bomb hit the Popular there was a pub across the way which sold rather cheap drink, wine, and pints of
Guinness. When the bomb hit the Popular, it blew the top off it, it was actually carried away. Going past on a
double-decker bus later, I saw these men in there drinking in McKeag’s and they were still serving drink under
the open sky because the roof had gone completely. So what happened afterwards, they got the roof ﬁxed.
They got a wooden roof and they put felt and tar on it. And the owner felt he would not be defeated so he got
a sign painted and put some poetry on the shutters of the windows
The poem went:…
Though we were blitzed by Nazi planes
The roof was on McKeags again
And though us all he tried to shock
With beers and wines we’re newly stocked
So gather round from near and far
We’ll work together and win the war
On the other shutter:
It ain’t gonna rain no more, no more
On this cosy bar
Our roof is repaired, our stock is renewed
And we’re ready for business as usual!
Earlier this year I paid a visit to the street in Newry to where my family was evacuated. I met a local lad called
Walter. I had, as a youth, been a great friend to Walter. Walter was a hired hand who looked after the milkingcows such as putting them out early in the morning to graze and bringing them to be fed and then milked. As
we walked around the town it brought back fond memories of the time we were evacuated to Newry in 1941.
Daniel Crawford
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I WAS AT SCHOOL WHEN THE WAR BROKE OUT
My father and his four brothers
joined up, one of whom was
killed at Dunkirk. My father was
stationed in Northern Ireland
at the outbreak of war and was
billeted at different locations
where barrage balloons were
sited. Incidentally, my father
was one of ﬁve brothers who
joined the forces just as the war
was about to break out. We
were a family of six children. I
was the eldest girl. On Easter
Monday 1941, we went to
Bellevue Zoo for our yearly
day out. During the fun, my
younger sister came to me rather
concerned to point out that 32
Barrage Balloons were visible
and that spelt trouble; normally
only 28 could be seen. They were
at a lower altitude and there was
no threat of an air attack. Our
fears were realised the following
night, Easter Tuesday, when we
were bombed all night. Many
were killed that night and rows
of houses and businesses were
ﬂattened. The best words we
heard in the midst of all the
chaos was, “There’s the all clear
Sirens.”
On the evening of VJ day, victory
over Japan, I was sitting in the
Dental Surgery with toothache.
The Dentist was coming and
going into a room listening to
the news and between times
he was injecting my gum and I
was nearly ready to jump out of
the chair with fear. The Dentist,
Mr Morris on the Shankill Rd,
was aware of my state and
pain as he continued to inject
my gum then he went into the
room one more time and when
he ﬁnally appeared again with
the pliers he said, “The war is
over.” I wouldn’t believe him.
I thought he was trying to keep
me from screaming.
I went

home from the Dentist with a
couple of painkillers and headed
onto Agnes St and was met by
the crowds heading down the
Shankill Rd with all sorts of
makeshift bands. They were
beating buckets, basins, biscuit
tins or anything that rattled. The
people were so relieved that the
nightly bombing and terror was
over. A night of dancing, joy
and happy madness ensued.
Everything was rationed. This
was controlled by the allocation
of coupons per household.
Only people who were well off
ﬁnancially could buy extras on
the black market.
Very few
people could afford this, and
members of families who did
not eat sweets or chocolate gave
their coupons to other family
members or sold them. The
cream of the milk was collected
and shook to make butter
for the Daddy.
He was the
breadwinner, otherwise we ate
margarine. Dried eggs were a
favourite, and tasty, as we only
got one egg a week and two
ounces of bacon. Tea, butter,
and sugar were rationed too,
but sugar was in good supply in
summer for jam making.
When a supply of a certain
commodity came into a shop a
crowd queued right away and
everybody was asking what it
was but most shops displayed a
notice:
NO CIGARETTES
NO MATCHES
NO CHOCOLATE
NO LOOTING.
During
bombing
people,
be seen

the war years of
every night, many
mostly men, could
pushing prams with
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blankets on board, heading
up the Woodvale Rd for cover
in the hills. Their wives and
children would be in the airraid shelter or in the coalhouse
(coalhole as it was known
then). My father was away to
the war with the RAF. Out of
his four brothers, three were in
the ARMY and one was in the
ROYAL NAVY. Of the ﬁve sons
of a widowed mother, one son
did not return, he was killed at
Dunkirk. This was not veriﬁed
until after my grandmother’s
death. She had been notiﬁed
that he was missing, presumed
killed. After demob, my parents
decided to visit Dunkirk, where
his missing brother’s name was
engraved on the cenotaph. This
was photographed and brought
home to his widow and baby
daughter. By the way, these ﬁve
relatives were featured in a bold
headline in a Belfast Newspaper
as ‘the ﬁghting ﬁve’ and a poem
has been printed in their honour
by a gentleman known as the
Bard of Ligoniel. To end this
epistle of a seemingly never
ending horriﬁc experience
(namely WW 2). The war had
just ended, and as a young
teenager I met up with a young
soldier who was on demob
leave who had spent six months
in hospital in North Africa. He
had been rescued with four
other members of a patrol from
the Italian mountains. Two
of them died the ﬁrst night
out and the others all suffered
severe frostbite. The worst of
the situation was that the others
required limb amputations.
My husband survived this and
live to tell the story to the papers
and his name appears today
in a book by Richard Doherty
entitled “Clear the Way.”
Mary Elwood

MEMORIES OF BELFAST DURING WORLD WAR 2
I remember carrying my gas mask everywhere and racing to the air raid shelters at school drill. I always
remember my grandmother saying be good for you never know the minute god calls you. It made us all feel
protective towards each other, I think nothing was ever wasted and people helped each other. I remember
going with my father and my grandmother to the vaults at clonard monastery and praying for everyone’s
safety. I stood at the corner of alma street on the Falls road watching lorries drive up and bodies covered in
sheets being carried into the Falls Baths. What sounded to me like planks of wood falling was actually the
debris of houses in percy street and dover street when the bombs dropped.
I was nine years old when that raid happened. I recall food rationing, clothing coupons and coupons for sweets which
did not bother me as i never had the money for sweets anyway. My youngest brother was born in the Royal Maternity
Hospital on the sixth of april 1941. There were many bombs dropped on that date. I was very frightened.
Later on our family was evacuated to dunloy. I was the eldest of six children, so at nine years of age, I was
responsible for my two younger brothers and sister who were with me.
My mother was at home with a new baby. My father was at work at the
workshop for the blind on Lawnbrook Avenue. We stayed with my mother’s
relatives who didn’t really want us, and we, as children sensed this. The
school we went to was just one big room, and all ages were taught there. I
loved it. I used to steal my great aunt’s turf for the school ﬁre. We played
in a ﬁeld beside the school and there were two goats in it. We didn’t realise
the danger and just ran away when they chased us. I could say these were
the happiest days of our childhood, for we were blissfully unaware of the
seriousness of war.
Mary Quinn

WORLD WAR TWO
W .W. II began in September 1939
and ended in May 1945. At the
start of the war we went about life
as usual. Although the Republic of
Ireland had declared its neutrality
during World War II, Belfast was
part of the United Kingdom and
was at war. The government at
that time was more concerned
with providing
ammunition,
ships, and food for the mainland.
They in their wisdom felt that N.
Ireland was too far away from
Germany, and assumed because
of the distance we would be safe.
The ﬁrst air-raid on Belfast took
placed on the night of 7th April
1941. It targeted the docks, but
neighboring residential areas were
hit. The German planes dropped
incendiaries, high explosives and
parachute-bombs. Thirteen people
were dead including a soldier,
when an anti-aircraft battery at the
Balmoral show-grounds misﬁred.

The second air-raid on Belfast
was on15th April 1941, on Easter
Tuesday evening. Two hundred
bombers left their bases in northern
France and headed for Belfast
at 10:40pm. The air–raid sirens
sounded. The ﬁrst target was the
city Water Works. It was thought
that the Germans had mistaken it for
the harbour and shipyards, where
the HMS Ark Royal, along with
other ships, was being repaired.
However, it was not an error. When
the incendiaries dropped, Belfast
burned because the water pressure
was too low for ﬁre-ﬁghting. The
bombers dropped the following on
the city: 203 metric tons of high
explosive bombs, 80 landmines
attached to parachutes, and 800
ﬁre-bomb canisters containing
96,000 incendiary bombs.
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Things were very different in those
days. We had no radio and few
people could afford a newspaper.
All of our information was secondhand. Everyone was in the same
situation. When the bombs fell
anybody’s name could be on it.
When you live every day with the
fear that each day could be your
last, you turn to religion or become
reckless. The air-raid shelter on
our street was painted inside with
distemper. Everyone on the street
helped out at Our Lady. All the
children gathered wildﬂowers of
bluebells and buttercups to place
on the altar. Every night after
supper the people gathered to say
the rosary. Some comfort was
gained from this. We had just
enough of the essentials. We had
food, heat, and clothing for our
daily needs. People accepted this
as a price they were willing to pay
for their freedom. We just got on
with our lives and did the best we
could with what little we had.
Pat McKenna

A DERRYMAN REMEMBERS
Because I was so young, and
because I had no idea at the time
that I was living through such an
important time in world history,
memories were allowed to fade and
I never thought to ask my parents
for their recollections. Perhaps
they would have been reluctant to
reveal all!

joked about going across the border
to tuck into a good feed of ham and
eggs with plenty of Guinness and
butter. There was a great rumour
many years later that one of the
young sailors to also do so, was
the future Duke of Edinburgh. I
have wondered where he went to
eat? In those days Buncrana was
not exactly coming down with
Being so proud and fond of my city, restaurants, nor was anywhere else
it has always been a disappointment renowned for haute cuisine.
to me that in only a very few
books is any reference made to I am not sure of my ﬁrst memory
the important part played by the of the war. My family lived in
great historic city of Londonderry the very heart of Derry in a well
in WW2 in regard to the Battle of known working class area. In those
the Atlantic. But at least Churchill days we did not know that we were
acknowledged the contribution deprived even though I can recall
made by its people. Incidently, barefoot children and many people
Churchill was made a Freeman of in poor health. There were obvious
Derry at the end of the war. It is food scarcities, butter and fresh fruit
also worth mentioning that over (along with sweets) being the best
the years I have been pleasantly known items. Relatives who were
surprised by the number of men farmers would supply eggs—at a
(and one or two women) who price. One cousin who sold eggs
have been proud to tell me that and other farm produce to sailors
they have been very grateful of the on a nearby base was successfully
hospitality received from Derry prosecuted for breeching rationing
people at the time. Some people regulations.

Among my earliest memories is of
a bomb going off in Hawkin Street.
It was immediately thought to have
been an attack on the nearby B
Special Hall. In fact, the explosion
happened at the Fire Station.
Another Derry casualty of this
campaign was the Opera House.
The site remains unoccupied to
this day and is used as a car park.
After the German bomb fell on
the city, my father evacuated the
family to Ardkill to a derelict
farmhouse. It was extremely
basic—no light, but candles. No
bathroom and no running water,
and only one bedroom for the
entire family. During one night, I
heard my father ask my mother her
age. She replied, thirty-four. This
meant that the year was 1941. The
noise of rats running in the ceiling
used to wake us up. Heaven knows
what worries my parents had in
trying to manage the house, keep a
job with the threat of invasion very
real at this time.
John Kennedy

A baby’s gas-mask
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INDELIBLE IMPRESSIONS
and attending Harding Memorial
Public Elementary School of which
I have particularly fond memories,
in spite of the occasional caning.
I look back with gratitude for the
standards set and expected (or
do I mean “demanded”?) by the
Principal, Dick Taylor, and my
teachers, Miss Irwin, Miss Croft,
Miss Grifﬁn, Miss Nevin, Miss
Brown, Bertie Shankey and Cecil
Bell.

It was only in adulthood that the
extent of the suffering experienced
by hundreds of families in Belfast
came home to me. Aged 5 when the
Second World War broke out, and
the baby of the family, I suppose
my parents and three brothers
did all they could to keep life as
normal as possible at 6 Earl Haig
Gardens, Cregagh Road, one of the
houses built for the ex-servicemen
of the First World War, Dad having
served in the Royal Army Medical
Corps from 1914 until 1919 as a
stretcher bearer and orderly. But
the close-knit family circle was to
be broken early on when the two
eldest followed in the footsteps of
many Ulstermen and women, and
volunteered to serve their country
by joining the armed forces.

For many children, however, the
day-to-day school routine was to
be dramatically altered with the
threat of air raids over Belfast, an
obvious target for the Germans
once their planes could reach the
city from airﬁelds in Brittany
after the collapse of Belgium
and France. Belfast, with its
shipbuilding, aircraft factory, rope
works, thriving linen industry
and strategic docks, was on the
Luftwaffe’s list and many parents
heeded the Government’s call to
have their children evacuated out
of harm’s way.

And so it came to be that my brother,
Ronnie, and I found ourselves,
appropriately labelled, standing
with our peers outside Harding
Memorial awaiting transport to
(though we didn’t know it) a farm
in Goshaden, near Londonderry.
Ronnie remembers standing in
a room as the kind folk who had
volunteered to give the evacuees
I don’t remember wanting for a home collected their “chosen”
anything. The adults no doubt found or “allocated” additions to their
it hard to cope with clothes and food families. He recalls that we were
rationing, the austerity of everyday the last to be collected, and still
life and the threat of air raids, wonders whether we had been
which later became a reality. But, forgotten about or, sad thought,
as a child, I enjoyed playing games “Did no-one want us, a boy of 6
in the street (until chased home and his big brother, age 11?”
by the Peelers), attending Sunday
School in Cregagh Presbyterian Maybe this incident lodged at
Church, being a cub with the 26th the back of my mind, but I was
Pack at Daddy Winkers Lane, thoroughly miserable most of
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the time at both the farm and the
school at Goshaden. I longed
and cried bitterly for home and
Mum and Dad. I remember the
Grandmother, however, being
particularly kind, and slipping us
some chocolate goodies from time
to time unbeknown to the farmer
and his wife.
The sleeping arrangements were
somewhat unconventional though,
at the time, I suppose I saw nothing
amiss and didn’t complain. I
assume that because I was the
youngest and smallest of the three
boys (a third evacuee, Wesley H.,
having joined us) Ronnie and he
slept the normal way in the bed
with heads on pillows at the top
end whilst I slept in the middle but
from the bottom of the bed to the
top!
Oddly for me, who these days
chooses very carefully where he
plants his size 10s on the litterstrewn - and worse – pavements
of Belfast, my favourite job on the
farm, and the only one I remember
doing, was cleaning out the pigsty
– a 6 year old sloshing out xxxx
(muck)! Is there a throwback
from these days when, today, if
I encounter an unpleasant smell
it goes straight to my stomach
and I am ready to throw up, and
sometimes do?
My most memorable experience on
the farm was chasing an escaped
pig down the lane, but I cannot
remember the end of the tale. Did
I catch the pig? Was there a gate
at the end of the lane? Did the pig
turn tail and chase me? But I think
I would have remembered that!
The only memory I have of school
at Goshaden is of being allowed to
perch myself at the window waiting
for the bus that would bring our

parents on their occasional visits.
There was no such luxury in those
days as a family car, nor even a
telephone. In fact, I can’t think of
any friend or relation who owned
either! So, visits from Mum and
Dad were, of necessity, occasional
and all the more precious - very
special days, a mother’s hug, a
father’s embrace, and a parcel of
goodies!

for a “tanner” (6 old pence), or so.
When he let it out for its ﬁrst ﬂight
it soared high and disappeared from
view into the blue yonder, never
to return, or so we thought. So,
back to Joey for another purchase!
Neither of us can remember how
often this happened, until the penny
dropped. Joey, no doubt a budding
entrepreneur, bred homing pigeons
– meaningless to us city kids. Once
released, the birds simply returned
Probably, it was a mixture of our home to Joey, ready for re-sale!
parents not wanting us to be so Ronnie has had to live with the
far from home and my undoubted story ever since!
unhappiness at being separated
from them that resulted in our An idyllic life but, in spite of the
leaving Goshaden and going to live care and love bestowed upon us
with our Aunt and Uncle at their by Aunt Flossie and Uncle Harry,
farm at Banogue, Donacloney, still I longed for home. And so it
near Lurgan. Life was much better was that we returned home with
and happier there with visits from our brothers still absent at war and
Mum and Dad much more frequent with, as we were to ﬁnd out, the
and cousins to play with.
Blitz over Belfast yet to come!
Life was an adventure –
a rickety wooden bridge at the end of the
garden across to an island in the middle
of a river;
a rowing boat on the river;
boat trips down to a weir with no thought
of lifejackets, and I couldn’t swim;
hay-making, hand-milking; butter from
the churn; collecting eggs;
the menacing ganders that would run at
you to guard their territory as would the
turkeys;
a pig’s bladder for a football;
the tin bath in the middle of the room
ready for the Saturday night bath ritual
– must be clean for Sunday!
the pump in the yard for drinking water
and the outside lavatory;
the garden full of fruit trees and
bushes, and its summer house which
transformed into whatever our fertile
imaginations wished it to be on the spur
of the moment;
the long and lonely walk from the school
in Donacloney with cheesers to collect
in season along the way – a fair wee
dander, with neither crossing patrols nor
school buses.

Back at Harding Memorial, Miss
Grifﬁn vented her feelings to my
mother that I had forgotten all
that she had ever taught me and
vowed that she would soon “knock
me into shape”. I can’t be sure of
her exact words but I know what
she meant and she succeeded,
being one of the old school of
teachers who would not accept
low standards if she believed you
had the ability to do better. I have
always been grateful for what she
did for me and appreciative, too,
of all my teachers at Harding for
the ﬁrst-class schooling I received
at their hands – and I don’t mean
physically, though the occasional
caning did me no harm and I
deserved the ones I remember.

in front of you. Dad saved up the
sweet coupons for a Saturday night
feast and I have always thought that
the confectioner in Howard Street,
near where he worked, gave him a
few extra ounces for the children.
The sights and sounds of life in the
countryside were soon replaced by
the sights and sounds of Belfast at
war –
barrage balloons, like strange
creatures from outer space,
sprinkled across the sky;
the rise and fall wail of the air raid
warning siren, and the eventual
long drone of the all-clear;
searchlight beams sweeping across
the night sky, trying to light upon
enemy aircraft;
families trudging past our house,
heading away from built-up areas
to the supposed safety of the open
countryside of the Castlereagh
Hills and carrying whatever they
could to sleep under the stars as
comfortably as possible;
the occasional raised voice of an
ARP (Air Raid Patrol) Warden on
his rounds, demanding, “Put out
that light!”, whenever he saw even
a chink of light escaping from a
window;
the Blackout, which required all
owners of property to ensure that
no light could be seen from the
outside at night time. All sorts of
blinds and materials were used to
comply with the order to black out
windows at night.

With the passing of the years
there are more memories than
memorabilia. I still have the
Identity Card that you were
required to carry at all times. This
It was quite a change from life in is the card issued to me a week
the country to that in the city. Fresh after my 16th birthday – 5 years
eggs and meat were, for the most after the war had ended!
part, replaced by dried eggs and
spam, though I liked both of the
Ronnie took a fancy to keeping
latter. I suppose if you are hungry
pigeons and bought one from a
enough you will eat what is put
local youth called Joey F., probably
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The nearest devastation to our
house was at the corner of Titania
Street and the Cregagh Road where
I remember staring into a huge
crater (to me, at any rate) beside
where the Co-op now stands. Not
far from here, in Ardgowan Street,
a mound of rubble was all that
was left of a row of neat, terrace
houses. Such destruction was a
tragedy for many poor souls but
a source of souvenirs for the likes
of me who collected the relics of
war in the shape of shrapnel, those
jagged pieces of metal which,
according to their shapes, ﬁred my
imagination as I pretended them to
be battleships, submarines, tanks
or aeroplanes – far removed from
the hi-tech toys of today.
The bombers came and the bombs
fell. Our next-door neighbours,
the Galbraiths, sought refuge in
the Morrison shelter, a massive
steel construction that took up
quite a lot of space in our living
room.
Many Belfast families
sought refuge under the stairs but,
as this was used in our house to

store coal, my brother and I were
bedded down on the ﬂoor of the
bathroom alongside the bath,
with our heads beneath the airing
cupboard. I’ve often thought later
what would have happened if the
cupboard had fallen on top of us
during an air raid. As it was, do
I remember feeling shockwaves
through the concrete ﬂoor as the
bombs rained down not too far away
in the vicinity of the Newtownards
Road and the shipyards, or is it
my imagination colouring events
dimly remembered?

However, danger close to home
and fear of worse to come did not
imprison us in our localities. Dad
went to work as usual in a linen
ﬁrm at 19 Bedford Street and did
ﬁre-watching duty at night on a rota
basis. Looking back, I wonder how
effective such ﬁre-watchers would
have been with their stirrup pumps,
buckets of water, and sand!
Mum looked after the house
and eked out the rations so that
all were comfortably fed and
clothed. We had a large garden,
most of which Dad turned into a
vegetable plot to supplement the
meagre wartime diet. Mum did
a lot of plain, wholesome homecooking, and I have never come
across anyone who could spread
butter or margarine so thinly over
a piece of bread. It was a necessity
in wartime but she never lost the
art, nor attempted to, throughout
her life!
An excursion in to Belfast city
centre really brought home the
ferocity of the Blitz but, in spite
of seeing areas around High Street
and Bridge Street devastated, it
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didn’t really register with me till
years later the horriﬁc destruction
of life that lay beneath the
collapsed buildings. To a child,
you saw what was in front of you
but, fortunately, did not see what
lay behind the rubble and the tragic
consequences of the bombs raining
down upon Belfast.
The air raids on Belfast stirred
the Government into action –
somewhat late, some would say!
Static water tanks were hastily
erected, such as the one opposite
Harding Memorial in the grounds
of what we children spoke of, in
hushed tones, as “The Haunted
House”.
This particular tank,
meant to provide a water supply for
ﬁghting ﬁres caused by incendiary
bombs, made a wonderful toy boat
lake for the timid, like me, and
a swimming pool for the more
adventuresome (or reckless), until
it became a dumping ground for all
kinds of rubbish. A massive water
tank was erected on the left hand
corner of High Street and Bridge
Street but the bombers did not
return so it, too, was never used for
the purpose for which it was built.
Beside
Cregagh
Methodist
Church there was an ARP Station
in which there was a Gas Test
Centre. It was quite unnerving for
a youngster entering such a place,
donning one’s gasmask, fearing
the unknown – what if …?

Children’s Gas Mask

Streets like Dromore Street, where
Harding Memorial stands at the
Cregagh Road end, were lined with
sizeable air raid shelters, red brick
with concrete ﬂoors and roofs, and
paling-type doors with bolts and

padlocks. They served as great
dens for our childhood games and
provided a meeting place for “Our
Gang”. Their eventual demolition
provided an exciting spectacle as
we watched from a safe distance
as the crane-driver swung a huge
metal ball dangling from the end
of its supporting chain so that
it pounded on the rooftops and
thudded against the brick walls
until the shelters collapsed into
heaps of rubble.
Most of the houses in the streets
near Harding had metal gates
and railings enclosing the front
gardens and the War Effort led to
their being removed, though how
useful the scrap metal proved to be
is questionable.

1942 onwards. They responded
to an appeal to provide short-term
overnight accommodation to one
or two servicemen at a time, whilst
the authorities sorted out where the
men were going to be eventually
based. I have a feeling that those
who were billeted out were very
well screened as our guests were
models of good behaviour, and
generous too. I can remember my
parents being asked whether they
would accept a coloured soldier.
They had no prejudices on that
score, nor on religion, seeing the
young soldiers as serving their
country far from the comforts
of home, just like their own two
sons. Unfortunately, the pages on
which our American guests wrote
their names and addresses have not
The cemetery was opened on 2
survived.
December, 1943, and by the end
During the war, I remember going of the war a total of 148 American
up the Rocky Road, at the head of servicemen were buried there. It
the Cregagh Road, to the American continued to be maintained right up
Military Cemetery at Lisnabreeny to 1948 when all the deceased were
and seeing rows of headstones exhumed and either transferred
in memory of those American to the permanent American War
servicemen who died in Northern Cemetery in Cambridge, or
Ireland. Recently, I revisited the repatriated to the United States, at
site which is now owned by the the request of their families.

The War Effort loomed large in
school, too, and we were exhorted
to save paper and to bring
halfpennies in, the ones with a ship
on the reverse side. As a child, I
was quite assiduous in saving these
ship halfpennies, thinking that they
would help us win the war. Looking
back, and with the hindsight of
being a teacher, I wonder whether
it was the School Fund that was the National Trust. A commemorative
intended beneﬁciary and not the tablet records:
War Effort!
On 26 January 1942 the ﬁrst
Someone in ofﬁcialdom hit upon a American troops arrived at the
marvellous incentive to encourage Dufferin Dock in Belfast as the
schoolchildren to save waste paper ﬁrst phase of Operation MAGNET,
in aid, of course, of the War Effort. the defence of Northern Ireland,
Suitably inscribed with your name as agreed between President
and a rank in the Army, cardboard Roosevelt and Prime Minister
badges (discs) were awarded Winston Churchill during a
according to the amount of paper meeting in Washington DC in
you collected. The competitive December 1941.
element in me spurred me on to
achieve the rank of Field Marshall. There were seldom fewer than
Boy! Did I walk tall!
120,000 U.S. servicemen in the
province at any one time and all,
With two sons serving in the army, as I have only recently discovered
Mum and Dad felt an empathy with from the above inscription, here for
the American servicemen arriving the defence of Northern Ireland!
in Northern Ireland from January
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All that now remains to tell that
it was a war cemetery is the red
brick gateway on the Rocky Road
and the engraved commemorative
polished granite slab within, giving
the history of the site.
Returning to the life on the Home
Front theme, what would children
today think of life without mobile
phones, computers, MP3s, ﬂash
drives, computer games, CDs,
DVDs, digital radios, digital
cameras, digital televisions, and
whatever other new-fangled gadget
that has just been marketed since I
started to write this? They would,
of course, cope as we did in the
1940s when the “wireless” was an
essential source of information

on the progress of the war at sea,
on land and in the air. Radio
programmes helped keep up the
spirit of the people. Tommy
Handley and his fellow-artists
kept the nation smiling with ITMA
(It’s That Man Again!”). Prime
Minister
Winston
Churchill,
through his stirring broadcasts to
the nation, strengthened the resolve
of the people to withstand all
that Germany and its allies could
bombard us with at home and ﬂing
at our servicemen abroad.

Inniskilling Fusiliers, age 21:
Fred was killed in action at Anzio,
in Italy, on 30 January, 1944, whilst
serving with the Irish Guards, age
23.
Losing two sons was a heavy cross
for our parents to bear, but it was
one that was borne with a dignity
and fortitude recognized by all
who knew them.

But, while there was life for us as
a family to face on the Home Front
– and I have tried to set down as
much as I remember of it some
65 years on – there was another
side to our family life. The eldest
two sons, Fred and Tommy, had
joined the Irish Guards and the
Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers and,
after initial training, were posted
overseas to ﬁght.
I can remember the excitement
upon coming home from school
and seeing one of my brother’s
caps on the sideboard – home on
leave! – and being the centre of
attention in class when a birthday
airgraph arrived for me from Fred.
There was not the immediacy
then of today’s lightning means
of communication. Letters from
overseas took weeks to arrive,
and perhaps not at all if the ships
carrying them did not survive
being sunk in one of the numerous
attacks on merchant shipping.
Telegrams were feared.
Our family received two and
created the most painful memories
of the war years for my brother
Ronnie, me, and our parents.

Derrick Cartlidge

Tommy was killed in action near
Syracuse in Sicily on 11 July,
1943, whilst serving with the Royal
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THE DAY WAR BROKE OUT
Rob Wilton, radio comedian, had
an opening gambit “The Day War
Broke Out”. I was eleven years
old then. Events are pinned in my
memory from that momentous day.
It’s difﬁcult to keep happenings in
sequence as incidents come to mind,
mostly triggered by oblique references
or chance remarks War was a word
associated only with history books
and tales related by ageing relatives.
We were a family of four – no boys –
so we hadn’t the heartbreak of father
or brothers leaving for the services.
My father worked for a coal importing
company who then owned a ﬂeet of coal
boats which plied the home coastlines
and perhaps had an occasional run
to France. He spent his years in the
marine maintenance workshop – he
was a tradesman- assessing damage
to ships in dock; these were in for
repair from heavy storms, or bomb
blast during convoys.
They were
required to have masked lights and
special survival rafts and supplies
should a crew have to abandon ship.
Submarines were constantly on attack
with torpedoes.
Barrage balloons featured largely
as a very important factor being
employed on ships to help protect
against dive bombers. It was quite
a common sight, from our coasts, to
see convoys of twenty or thirty ships
moving down the Channel with the
sun glinting on the balloons , or
at night in the moonlight, as a ﬂeet
moved silently and ghost-like along
the horizon
Rationing was introduced with books
and coupons soon after the outbreak
of hostilities. Clothes rationing was
really strict. Coupons for12 months
were distributed depending on how
astute you were at spending them on
the most useful items woollen tops,
skirts, trousers, coats and shoes. Those
in munitions factories or specialised
jobs were given an extra issue to
cover their industrial requirements.
Stockings were virtually impossible to
get, and in Belfast, most girls queued
up each week at a chemist called
Montgomery in Donegal Street for a
bottle of very precious suntan lotion to
use on their legs when going dancing.
Unfortunately it wasn’t waterproof

and on rainy days it washed off in the
splashes from the passing trafﬁc or
the drips from raincoats.
An occasional food parcel would
arrive from distant relatives. Tinned
ham and salmon, cheeses and dried
ﬁgs – greatly appreciated helping to
lighten the diet of dark bread, spam
and dried eggs. Innovation was the
keyword in coming to terms with
dried eggs and dried potatoes – the
BBC was very accommodating with
Ministry of Food advice on the best
ways to make the most of rations,
helping to satisfy family appetites
and to keep menus healthy under
such severe circumstances. Wedding
cakes were non-existent – quite
often at hotel receptions a cardboard
facsimile would be used to decorate
the banquet table and at home, a
one-layer sponge cake made with
dried egg and decorated with a small
piece of melted chocolate from the
sweets ration had to sufﬁce as the
symbolic requirement for birthdays.
Bananas were unknown to children
growing up in the war years: fruit
imports had almost stopped and the
ration existed mostly of home-grown
apples, Bramleys and soft fruits when
in season. A tin of fruit at the grocer
shop was something to be prized and
put away for Christmas or a very
special celebration.
There was heavy trafﬁc in “Black
Market” un-obtainables – mostly
food. A lot of foreign produce came
across the border or illicitly through
the ports, at very high prices, which
were well over the heads of the
average family income. Having said
that, there very few who didn’t get
something, though these channels and
as life was being lived at an unusually
low ebb, who would dare criticise?
Coal, the country’s main source of
heat and energy, became a very scarce
commodity for the average household
as industry held the priority for its use.
An allowance of one hundredweight
per week per household lasted for
quite a few years. Gas and electricity
were turned off from central sources to
help conserve the country’s supplies,
for limited periods and were resumed
only at regular times for cooking and
heating.
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Black-out curtains were a must with
every household; ARP wardens
constantly patrolled streets from dusk
to ensure not one tiny beam of light
was escaping. Pocket torches were an
essential asset – without one it became
quite an experience to step outside
the door into utter darkness – no
lamplight or neon signs for guidance.
Unease reigned when nights were
brilliant with moonlight – perfect
conditions for enemy air attack.
Searchlights
constantly
scanned
the night sky for unwelcome
reconnaissance planes. The unnerving
wail of the ‘Alert’ sirens presaged
another attack; the welcome ‘All Clear’
heralded a relaxation of nervous
tension and stress. Yet again, barrage
balloons featured largely as protection
round the city – the idea being that dive
bombers would become entangled in
the wires. They (the balloons) were
like beautiful silver whales ﬂoating in
the sky – the slightest breeze made a
peculiar singing resonance through
their anchoring wires.
It was essential to carry personal
identity cards, plus a gas mask - issued
to adults and children alike. General
commodities grew scarce due to huge
decreases
in imports and severe shipping
losses, suffered by air and submarine
attacks. The BBC were very efﬁcient
in supplying practical advice to the
population on ways to keep warm,
make most of existing rations, and
show thrift by re-fashioning and
remaking worn clothes.
The Government issued posters
galore – “Dig for Victory” (using the
garden or allotment to augment the
food supply), “Holidays at Home”
(exhorting people not to travel – to
make the most of the immediate
environment), “Be like Dad – Keep
Mum”
(discouraging
careless
conversation on transport – spies
might be listening, “Is your Journey
really necessary” (because of the
petrol shortage.)
The ﬁrst blitz I truly remember
happened on Easter Tuesday in
April. A naval ship HMS “Belfast”
had docked in the port for repairs;
evidently news had reached German
intelligence with the consequence that
a ﬂeet of bombers was despatched to

destroy both ship and city. Thereafter,
followed a general exodus followed
of the population to the nearby
countryside– mothers and children
staying outside town while adults
commuted to work each day. Those
who couldn’t ﬁnd accommodation
left each night with the expectation of
further raids.
Country buses suffered shattered
windows which were replaced by
plywood sheeting – glass was scarce
and there wasn’t time or labour to
make repairs. It became a guessing
game when and where to alight,
especially at night.
Block-houses
were built on rural roads that had
riﬂe slots, and were manned by
Army or Home Guard personnel
- precautionary measures when the
country was threatened by possible
invasion.
We lived at Cregagh during those
years. There was an anti-aircraft gun
emplacement stationed in the hills
above Lisnabreeney and mornings
after an air-raid our local roads and
streets were littered with the debris of
spent shells.
Evacuees and Prisoners of War
started to arrive at various points
in the country. Gilbraterians were
settled on a demesne at Ballycastle
and Millisle. P.O.W’s had military
camps built in various areas mostly
for Germans and Italians.

John Pudney wrote a poem
commemorating those who lost their
lives in ﬁghter planes during the Battle
of Britain – one of the many crucial
episodes of the war. It has come to
mind over the years and causes sad
reﬂections for the men
Do not despair
For Johnny-Head-in Air
He sleeps as sound as
Johnny Underground
Hang out no shroud
For Johnny in-the-cloud
Better by far John-theBright-Star
To keep your head
And see his children fed.
Nagasaki and Hiroshima? A speedy
ending of the war? Do the thoughts
of what we’d ever done haunt us still?
What if Japan had been the ﬁrst to
drop atomic bombs on us?
War
leaves
sorrow
and
disillusionment, devastation and
scarred lives.
Servicemen looked
forward to de-mobilisation, to
rebuilding a NEW WORLD, a NEW
PEACE that would hopefully last for
the survivors and their children – never
an easy road, but one that has to be tried
again and again.

As the war years progressed bombsites became a characteristic of city
life. Open roofs – gaping to the sky,
piles of bricks and rubble – spikes of
tall summer weeds growing through
the broken walls and clumps of
debris: half-rows of terrace houses
still standing and occupied because of
extreme housing shortages was part of
the every day scene. Accommodation
was a constant worry as so many
homes had been destroyed during
the bombing. Health and hygiene
were ignored in the desperate
search for rooms – a roof or shelter
from the cold became immediate
necessities. It was imperative that
government had to make a start on
re-housing programmes, and slowly
the communities were moved into
dwellings necessary to the level of
normal requirements.
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Eileen McIlwaine

DOORSTEPS AND BOMBS
In April 1941, I was small enough
to sit on one half of our doorstep
with the Airforce doll my aunt
made for me from a paper
pattern. If my mother saw me
sitting there she would shout,
“Get off that step, you will catch
your death of cold!”
I always felt safe on the step; I
could quickly go into my house
if a large dog approached me.
Sometimes I would jump up
and down from doorstep to
pavement. At the weekend I
was ousted from my domain as
I watched my mother clean the
doorstep and a half moon of the
pavement with coarse soap and
a scrubbing brush; my mother
took great pride in keeping the
entrance to her house clean.
I was sitting on the doorstep one
day when my three brothers, my
mother with my baby brother in
her arms, squeezed past me – for
once my mother did not shout
at me, I got up anyway and
watched as my three brothers
walked down the street with
eager anticipation, my mother
waved to them and so did I,
though I was not sure what all the
fuss was about. “They are being
evacuated to Enniskillen”, my
mother said, she was not happy,
a year earlier, she had watched
my father go down the street
on his way to the war in France,
he did not come back. With my
brothers gone, there was no one
to take me to the park; I was too
young to go by myself.
It was coming up to Easter, 1941
when my aunt called to take me
to the park, hand in hand we
crossed the main road, an easy
task in those days for there was
very little trafﬁc on the road, we
turned left down a very short
entry, I enjoyed going on the
roundabout and swings. The
wooden bridge beside the park
and not far from Blythe Street

was a special treat, we walked
halfway down it and waited for
the trains to pass under, when
they did, the steam from them
enveloped us. I took my aunt to
the edge of the park fence; this
fence kept us from going down
onto the railway, sometimes,
woolly caterpillars would crawl
up and lose themselves in the
park grass. I spotted one, we both
watched as it crawled out of our
sight.
It was Easter 1941, the 15th of April
was an uneventful day but the
evening turned into a nightmare
for us all. My domain, my street,
shook with the deafening sound
of the Luftwaffe planes that came
in droves across the Belfast skies,
they started to discharge their
deadly cargoes down on Belfast
and in no time at all, Belfast
became an inferno. There were
some bombs that sounded very
close to us, as they landed on
their targets. My baby brother
and myself shook with terror, my
mother kept saying, “The boys
will be all right in Enniskillen”.
In the early hours of 16th April,
the pilots ﬁnished dropping their
bombs, death was everywhere
that morning, it was also very
near to my street, but I was not
told of that until later.
Towards the end of April, I was
sitting on my doorstep, I was
happy, I had great adventure
ahead of me, for I was waiting to
be evacuated to Maddybenny,
near Coleraine. I would be glad
not to hear those bombs ever
again. With my mother and my
baby brother, we set off for the
train, I had wanted my aunts to
come, but they would not leave
their mother (my granny), she
was not well.
Years later, when the bombing
stopped all over Europe and
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the war was over, we were
all together in our kitchen
house. We put a notice in the
Belfast Telegraph for my father
“presumed killed in action at
Calais, May 1940”
My lovely grandmother had
died, she never recovered from
the loss of her ﬁrst born son, his
remains lying somewhere in
Europe, like so many thousands
of others. He would never step
over her doorstep again (nor
ours), nor would my granny be
there to welcome me with open
arms.
My aunt started to take me to St
Aiden’s Church in Blythe Street
on Sundays. The ﬁrst time she
took me, we stopped on the way
home at the top of Blythe Street
and she hesitated at a place that
looked like waste ground. All
we could see were rows of neat
doorsteps with grass growing
on them but no houses behind
them. My aunt told me, “That is
where the bombs dropped on 15th
April 1941, the people who lived
here were killed, the Linﬁeld
Mill was hit and the roof of St
Aiden’s Church was damaged.”
While my aunt spoke, I stood in
awe, looking at the doorsteps. I
was pleased that my aunt had
considered me old enough to tell
me about that night of 15th April
1941. We went quietly home.
I never forgot those doorsteps
in Blythe Street, they stood like
little memorials to those who lost
their lives that night; children,
teenagers and adults who never
had the chance to run out of
their houses, to cross over their
doorsteps and into the street to
safety. They would never sit on
those doorsteps again, nor jump
up and down on them, and no
one would ever come out again
to scrub them clean.
Myra Gibson

THOSE EARLY DAYS
I came to Belfast in July 1942,
having graduated as a Civil
Engineer at University College
Cork. I was employed by the
Ministry of Finance on Civil
Engineering Projects until I
joined the Royal Engineers
in 1943. After basic training
in Preston, and having been
engaged in the Mulberry
Harbour Project for D-Day, I was
posted to Italy and served there
with the Railroad Construction
Companies until 1946, when I
joined the Colonial Service and
was sent to Palestine. Here, I
was employed by the Palestine
Railways and Harbours until
the end of the British Mandate
in March 1948.
Having transferred directly
from Haifa to Mombasa in
Kenya by Trip Ship and on
by train to Nairobi to Railway
Headquarters, I spent the
rest of tours in East Africa on
railway and port construction
work throughout the three
territories.
Leaving Nairobi in 1962 and
returning to the UK via South
Africa, we moved to Rome,
where I was employed as
Chief Engineer with a Civil
Engineering Company. This
work involved commuting to
East and West Africa where
our companies were involved
in the construction of railways
and roads.
Returning to Northern Ireland
in 1964 I took a job with
Down County Council in
Downpatrick designing road
works throughout the County.
Some of the main schemes I was
responsible for included the
re-alignment of the Newcastle
Road across Dundrum Bay,

the dual carriage bypasses
of Dromore, Banbridge and
Loughbrickland. The design
and construction of both ferry
slipways at Strangford and
Portaferry in readiness for the
new ferry which was purchased
in 1971.
In 1972, I was transferred
to the newly created Belfast
Division of the Department of
the Environment, responsible
for the design of all new road
schemes in the Belfast area.
These schemes included the
new Shaw’s Bridge, the Dunbar
Link, Kennedy Way and King’s
Road. During this period, I
introduced a graph plotting
machine to the Drawing
Ofﬁce which in combination
with
a
newly
invented
Electronic Distomat, it virtually
revolutionised our accepted
method of doing Survey work.
All the ﬁeld data was collected
and stored using the Distomat
which was then downloaded to
a computer linked to the graphplotter, which in turn plotted
the complete survey.
In those early days, the survey
data from the surveyors was
punched onto paper tape to
feed onto the computer which
had no memory. No programs
existed to translate the survey
data compiled by the Survey
Parties to plotting the complete
survey. All the software for
operating the Graph-Plotter
from the computer had to
be composes in house by the
young graduates in our design
staff. To begin with a program
for basic Alpha-Numerics
was prepared to enable the
computer to recognise all
the letters and numbers and
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translate these to the GraphPlotter. Then symbols were
composed representing trees,
fences, kerbs, pillars, gateways,
and all the many other symbols
common to the ordinary
ordnance map.
John Fogarty

NOISES OF WAR.
The wail of sirens warned of a raid,
The drone of aeroplanes overhead,
The shout of the wardens, “Put out that light!”
Can the pilots really see a chink of light?
The whine of bombs and the whiz of ﬂares,
The rat-tat-tat of replying guns,
And I in my blanket under the stairs.
If I die to night will I go to Heaven?
But it’s too soon, I’m only seven.
The bombing seems to go on forever
But, at last, the siren sounds all clear.
What a sight meets our eyes!
The sky is red from all the ﬁres,

The smoke and dust and smell of tyres,
The cries of the injured and those in trouble
Buried underneath the rubble.
“Help the war effort, we need metal
Railings and gates even that old kettle
To make the planes, bombs and guns
To help our boys defeat the Hun.”

In a faraway country, another child listens
To the drone of our planes and the whine of bombs
And thinks, “Will I die and go to heaven?”
But it’s too soon, I’m only seven.
May Preston
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