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Introduction
A number of women’s organisations in Belfast have been working together as part of a collective effort to
raise the profile of women, to draw attention to women’s demands for social justice, and to celebrate the
invaluable contribution made by women to the city of Belfast. As part of the centenary celebrations for
International Women’s Day 2011 we pioneered a woman’s bus tour and walking tour of notable sites related
to women and we renamed streets to honour women who had made notable contributions to their
communities. We are extremely grateful to Nora Quigley and Lynda Walker for their work in helping to
develop the material for the tour. The Women’s Resource and Development Agency and the Women’sTec
subsequently obtained funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund to train women as tour guides and to
produce this accompanying booklet to provide information on women’s historical heritage. We would like to
thank Angela Lavin and the Heritage Lottery Fund for their generous support for this project. We trust that
the information in this booklet provides some idea of the rich and varied contribution so many women have
made to the development of Belfast. It will be updated and available on the websites of WRDA and
Women’sTec. Anyone who has information to add to what is included here is welcome to contact us by email
at: info@wrda.net.
Margaret Ward
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Background history

Women and work

Before reading the biographies of
individual women, these brief notes
are intended to give those unfamiliar
with the history of Belfast some
understanding of the context of the
lives of the women who contributed
to the development of the city. For
those who would like to know more,
suggestions for further reading are
provided at the back.

In the nineteenth and early twentieth century Ulster
became the greatest centre of linen production in the
world. Belfast was known as ‘Linenopolis’, with its tall
spinning mills, power looms and weaving factories. In
the year 1900 there were 900,000 spindles running in
Belfast alone, more than in any country in the world.
There were 35,000 power looms in Ulster and 22,000
in Great Britain and the Continent of Europe
combined. Fifty to sixty thousand women and girls
were employed in linen production, from preparing
the flax to spinning the yarn, to winding bobbins,
weaving cloth and laundering and packing the final
product. Some young girls were known as doffers
because they saw that the full bobbins of spun yarn
were doffered from each spinning frame and
replaced with empty bobbins to be filled and
supervised by doffing mistresses. Spinners suffered
from moisture and heat, as the spinning rooms had
to be wet to stop flax breaking. Working conditions
were appalling. Wages were low, hours were long,
health poor and life expectancy short. Women gave
birth and went back to work as soon as they could.
Infant mortality was very high. Women outnumbered
male workers but were paid much less, with
deductions from their wages as ‘fines’ for disciplinary
offences used by employers to keep wages low. In
1906 men received £1 2s 4d and women only 10s 9d.
Many linen workers lived in homes owned by the
companies for which they worked. Other industries
that employed large numbers of women were the
Belfast Ropeworks in East Belfast (now the site of
Connswater Shopping Centre), Gallaher’s Tobacco
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Factory on York Street, employing 6,000 workers, of
whom two thirds were women, and Murray’s Tobacco
Works in Sandy Row. However, despite the
conditions, Belfast women were able to earn a much
better wage than the majority of women, whose
opportunities were limited to work on farms or as
domestic servants. There was little employment
available for middle class women at this period.
The main locations for the linen mills were in the
north and west of the city, on the Falls Road,
Springfield Road, Crumlin Road, York Road and York
Street, but small factories which made up the linen
into finished goods were located close to the White
Linen Hall site (now the site of Belfast City Hall), as
were linen warehouses and administrative offices.
Trade Unions
In 1893 a Textile Operatives’ Society of Ireland was
formed and in 1897 Mary Galway became
President. She found it very difficult to recruit
women into the Union. Of the 11,000 skilled
women spinners in Belfast, only 3,000 joined. They
were mainly Protestant workers. Despite limited
trade union backing, women workers over the years
did struggle for better conditions.
On 10 May 1906 spinners in the York Street mill
made a demand for a 10% wage increase. When the
employers did not respond they went out on strike
and were joined by workers in the Falls, Springfield
and Crumlin Road districts. Before the end of May
women spinners and male flax workers had won
their wages claim, but the weavers’ and winders’
claim was refused. By the end of May thirty of the
city mills were on strike, to be subsequently locked
out by their employers. The 1906 linen dispute
lasted until the end of June; 24,000 flax spinners
and weavers were affected. By July they were forced
back to work, with no pay increase.
On 16 May 1907 women from Gallaher’s factory
marched in support of the dockers through Belfast,
down Great George’s Street to Corporation Square,
as part of a working class being mobilised by labour
leader James Larkin, wanting a trade union to fight
for better pay and conditions. Unfortunately, there
was no room for women in the trade union
movement. Mary Galway only organised linen
workers. The 1907 Dockers and Carters Strike united
sections of the Protestant and Catholic working class
at the time and even the Royal Irish Constabulary
rebelled. In August 1907, 21 year old Maggie Lennon
from Conway Street was killed on the Falls Road,
when the troops were called in because of rioting.
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In 1911 women in the York Street mill asked James
Connolly, who was then unionising the deep sea
dockers, to help them as the employers had started a
speed-up production system and the fines included
violating rules against singing, laughing or talking
during work hours. Connolly set up the Textile
Workers’ Union as the women’s section of the
Transport Union, their address was 50 York Street. The
Transport Union was located in 122 Corporation
Street. The strike lasted for two weeks but was
unsuccessful. Connolly advised the women to return
to work laughing and singing and it seems that some
of the rules did disappear, so it was a small victory.
Winifred Carney and Nellie Gordon were two women
who worked for the Union. Nellie Gordon had
previously earned 17s 9p as a doffing mistress, but
only 7s 6d as a union organiser. She became a well
known speaker for labour rallies, speaking outside
mills and at Custom House Square. Winifred Carney
became Secretary of the women’s section of the Irish
Textile Workers’ Union and with Connolly wrote the
1913 Manifesto to the ‘Linen Slaves of Belfast’:

Many Belfast mills are slaughterhouses
for the women and penitentiaries for
the children. But while the world is
deploring your conditions, they also
unite in deploring your slavish and
servile nature in submitting to them:
they unite in wondering what material
these Belfast women are made, who
refuse to unite together and fight to
better their conditions… Sisters and
Fellow-workers, talk this matter over, do
not be frightened by the timid counsels
and fears of weaklings. Be brave. Have
confidence in yourselves. Talk about
success, and you will achieve success...
The Textile Workers’ Union had a membership of
around 300, mainly around the Falls Road. The mill
workers had a club room at 65 Mill Street, off the
Falls Road. Connolly worked with the women until
he moved to Dublin in 1914, bringing women like
Maud Gonne and Constance Markievicz to talk to
the mill girls on the importance of the nationalist
cause. He took Nellie Gordon to an old loft in
Connswater Street to hear Alice Milligan speak on
the Gaelic revival.
It was not until the Second World War and the
increased demand for linen that this provided that

Celebrating Belfast women: a city guide through women’s eyes

textile workers had another opportunity to
campaign for better working conditions. Saidie
Patterson, a worker in Ewart’s Mill on the Crumlin
Road, worked during the 1930s and 1940s. She
wrote about the appalling conditions, about the
half-timers, the children who worked in the mills
and who walked through the snow barefooted to
get to work. Women would lift them up and stand
them in the troughs of hot water, which were used
in the spinning procedure, to get their circulation
working again. She also wrote of pregnant women
who worked right up to the time their baby was
due, afraid of losing their jobs. In 1940, with the
backing of the Transport Union, Saidie and her
workers organized a strike at Ewarts, which was
then the largest linen operation in Europe.
Although the strike lasted for 7 weeks the workers
did not get all their demands. Linen production
declined as cotton and easy care synthetic material
became popular. In the early 1960’s two of Belfast’s
largest linen mills, at York Street and Brookfield,
Crumlin Road, closed. Linen is now a luxury item
but flax, the raw material for linen, has been
adopted as the emblem of the N. I. Assembly, in
recognition of its importance in our history.

Women and Nationalism
Over the centuries Belfast women have been
politically active in every campaign for Irish
independence, even if there was not always an
organisation that they could join. As wives, sisters,
sweethearts and mothers, women gave invaluable
support to the male leadership. Eventually, due to
the efforts of some notable campaigners, women
formed their own organisations and began to voice
their own interests. Promoting Irish language and
culture was one of the main areas of interest for 19th
century activists, but women have also been
politically and militarily active. In more recent
times, during the past decades of the conflict,
republican women were active defenders of their
communities. Some became prominent figures,
both within Sinn Fein and within the IRA, working
alongside their male colleagues.
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the independence of Ireland from Britain. After
widespread suppression of the United Irishmen and
their newspaper, an uprising was planned. Mary
Ann McCracken was the favourite sister of Henry
Joy McCracken, one of the leaders of the United
Irishmen who organised the 1798 Rising against
British rule in Ireland. She shared the progressive,
philanthropic heritage of the McCracken and Joy
families and spoke out strongly in favour of
women’s right to be regarded as equal citizens.
Mary Ann supported her brother after his defeat at
the Battle of Antrim and tried to help him escape
before his execution in Cornmarket in 1798.
Belfast and the Gaelic revival
Women in late 19th century Ulster became involved
in all strands of nationalist politics, particularly
cultural nationalism. Francis Joseph Bigger, a
Presbyterian solicitor, was a prominent supporter of
the Gaelic revival. He held Sunday evening social
events in his house at 737 Antrim Road (called
Ardrigh ‘High King’, in reference to Ireland’s Celtic
past) on the slopes of Cave Hill. Through these
evenings, Alice Milligan and Anna Johnston (who
wrote under the name Ethna Carbery) came to edit
the Northern Patriot, the journal of the Henry Joy
McCracken Literary Society and later the Shan Van
Vocht. The title of the paper was an anglicised
spelling of the Irish words meaning the ‘poor old
woman’, a common metaphor for Ireland. Shan Van
Vocht’s office was in 65 Great Georges Street. It
included the first writings of James Connolly and
ran for 3 years from 1896, helping also to celebrate
the centenary of the 1798 Rising.
Alice Milligan also helped to found the Irish
Women’s Association to bring Protestant and
Catholic women together to educate themselves in
Irish cultural history. Other women involved in this
were Mary Hobson (mother of Bulmer Hobson) and
novelist Moira Pender. It became the Irish Women’s
Centenary Union, encouraging women to be active
in the commemorations. One of their tasks was to
revive the neglected graves of those who had
fought in the United Irish Rising of 1798 and to
organise trips to the graves.
1916 Rising and the aftermath

Mary Ann McCracken and the 1798 United
Irishmen Rising
In 1791 the Society of United Irishmen was set up in
Belfast, followed by another in Dublin. By 1795 the
leadership of the United Irishmen had taken an
oath on the Cave Hill in North Belfast, to fight for

In 1914 the nationalist women’s organisation
Cumann na mBan was formed as a support
organisation to the Irish Volunteers (later the Irish
Republican Army). Nora and Ina Connolly,
daughters of James Connolly, together with
Winifred Carney and Nellie Gordon were among the
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first to join the Belfast branch. The Connolly girls
were also the only girls in the Belfast branch of the
Fianna. They helped to smuggle arms up to Belfast
after guns were brought into Ireland at Howth in
1914. When plans for an uprising in Dublin were
made, Winifred Carney went to Dublin in 1916
where she provided secretariat support to James
Connolly and the rest of the leadership in the GPO.
Nora and Ina went to Coalisland with other Belfast
Cumann na mBan members as the plan was for
northern republicans to go to Galway. When they
realised that their marching orders had been
cancelled, Nora and Ina went to Dublin to report
what had happened. They helped with the Rising
for a time and then returned to Belfast to let the
north know what was happening.
After the Rising Nellie Gordon helped Connolly’s
widow Lily to claim her widow’s benefit from the
Belfast Cooperative Society and she helped the
family clear their house in Glenalina Terrace on the
Falls Road as they moved to Dublin. Many
prominent activists moved to Dublin during this
period because of political harassment by the
northern authorities. Marie and Thomas Johnson,
trade unionists, were amongst those who moved.
Thomas became leader of the Irish Labour Party.
Marie had helped Connolly with the Textile Workers
Union and she was also a suffragist.

Life was difficult for northern nationalists after
partition. Cumann na mBan membership declined,
along with that of the IRA in Belfast. In 1933 Mary
Donnell and Sarah Grimley were imprisoned in
Armagh jail for putting up republican posters in
opposition to a royal visit to the city. By the early
1940s Cumann na mBan had collapsed, and was
not revived until the start of the conflict in Belfast in
the 1960s.
1918 election
The 1918 election was the first in which women in
Britain and Ireland could vote and stand for
election. In Dublin, Constance Markievicz became
the first woman to be elected. In Belfast Winifred
Carney stood for the Victoria Ward on a Workers’
Republic platform. A meeting in her support took
place in St Mary’s Hall in December. Alice Cashel,
Cumann na mBan organiser was a speaker. Alice
Milligan was on the platform. Winifred Carney’s
speech referred to the fact that women had now
won the vote and she hoped they would show
more intelligence at the polls than men had done in
the past. As a trade unionist she referred to the
‘hard lot of the mill workers in Belfast’ and appealed
to them to help with her campaign. However, it was
a strongly unionist constituency and she received
only 396 votes.
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Belfast Republican Women since the 1960s
Republican women in Belfast have been active in
many different roles since the beginning of the
recent years of conflict: participating in civil rights
marches; defying the British army during the Falls
Curfew in July 1970 (when a military curfew was
imposed on the area for a period of 34 hours with
movement of people heavily restricted and largescale house searches); banging bin lids and taking
part in ‘hen’ patrols to warn communities of army
raids; supporting the hundreds of prisoners; visiting
their own imprisoned relatives; joining the political
movement of Sinn Fein or the military campaign of
the IRA; women have been prominent in all these
roles. Some of the women who have been
commemorated in wall murals in the past reflect
the activist roles they undertook. They include
Anne Marie Pettigrew (who died when her bomb
detonated prematurely); Maura Meehan (a 30-year
old IRA volunteer who was shot and killed by the
British Army in October 1971 as she warned
residents of British Army house raids in Cape Street
in the Lower Falls, Belfast); Anne Parker (an 18-year
old IRA bomber who died in a premature bomb
explosion on North Howard Street in August 1972);
Catherine McGartland; Eileen Mackin (a 14-year old
shot by a sniper whilst walking along Springhill
Avenue in May 1973); Dorothy Maguire (a 19-year
old IRA volunteer shot and killed with Maura
Meehan); Maire Drumm, a member of Cumann na
mBan and Vice President of Sinn Fein, who was
killed in 1976 by loyalist paramilitaries while a
patient in the Mater Hospital on the Crumlin Road;
Mairead Farrell an IRA volunteer and Officer
Commanding the Irish republican women prisoners
in Armagh Jail during their campaign for political
status. She was killed by British forces in Gibralter in
1988 while on an IRA operation.

Women and Unionism
Women became active in Ulster Unionism from
April 1886, when Prime Minister Gladstone
introduced the first Home Rule Bill into the House
of Commons, proposing limited self-government to
Ireland. Isabella Tod established a branch of the
Women’s Liberal Federation (later Women’s Liberal
Unionist Association) in Belfast. She was selected as
the only woman member of a delegation from the
Ulster Liberal Unionist Association in Belfast to
address meetings throughout England.

Carson inspecting UVF nurses in 1912
When the 2nd Home Rule Bill was introduced in
1892, Tod organised a committee of 16 women –
including Lady Ewart, Margaret Byers, and Belfast’s
Lady Mayoress, Lady Dixon – to speak at a meeting
before a big Unionist convention (at which women
were excluded). There was also a large meeting in
Botanic Gardens that the women attended.
Because women did not have the vote, they
expressed their views through organising petitions.
In 1893 an Ulster women’s anti-Home Rule petition
with 20,000 signatures was presented to the House
of Commons. Many of the upper class Unionist
women devoted time to collecting signatures, often
going round the mill workers houses. They were
involved in petitioning, fund-raising, canvassing,
but this was not on an equal basis with the men.
Many prominent Unionist women were from the
aristocracy, for example, Theresa, Marchioness of
Londonderry (Mountstewart House), Mary Anne,
the 2nd Duchess of Abercorn and Lady Louise
Antrim. However, other women were also strong
supporters of maintaining the link with Britain.
Violet Hobhouse (1864 - 1902), was born in County
Antrim, interested in Irish folklore and culture and a
fluent speaker of Irish, but also a keen Unionist. She
toured England, where she spoke publically against
Home Rule. She published poetry and novels,
among which were An Unknown Quantity (1898)
and Warp and Weft (1899).
The 3rd Home Rule Bill appeared in 1911. This time it
was likely to be passed as the House of Lords no
longer had the power to veto legislation. In
response, the Ulster Women’s Unionist Council was
formed, having its first meeting in January 1911.
While leadership was from the aristocracy there was
support from working class women – the West
Belfast branch had shop girls and mill workers as
80% of its 4,000 membership. By 1912 the Ulster
Women’s Unionist Council was the largest female
organisation in Ireland with at least 100,000
members. When Edward Carson first visited West
Belfast in 1913, 25,000 unionist women welcomed
him. It was believed to be the largest assembling of
women that had ever occurred in Ireland.
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The diarist Lillian Dean, later Lady Spender, was
born in London in 1880 the youngest of five
daughters of a well-off merchant. She married
Captain Wilfrid Spender in 1913 and they came to
live in Belfast because of Spender’s strong support
of the Unionist cause. In 1914 they lived in a rented
house in Adelaide Park, Malone Road, from where
Lillian continued with her diary. They include
accounts of great, and sometimes terrible, events.
She writes of her outrage at the actions of the
‘enemies of Ulster’, but there is also clear distaste for
Orange excesses and attitudes. Of interest are the
descriptions of some well-known people: mill
owner Ewart, ‘a pompous old thing’; Sir Thomas and
Lady Dixon ‘very nouveaux riches’, Sir George
Richardson, ‘the rebel chief’; Lady Londonderry,
‘charming’. (Public Record Office, Belfast)

Women and Educational
Reform
A national system of education began in Ireland in
1831 and was open equally to girls as well as boys.
However, secondary level schooling was left to
private organisations and was only accessible to the
wealthy. It was also male-dominated, with middle
class girls receiving little more than instruction in
needlework and music, leaving them unable to join
the professions and work for a living. This situation
was to change in the 1850s and 1860s.
In 1859 the Ladies Collegiate School in Belfast was
founded by Margaret Byers. It was more academic
than other schools; the girls were taught current
affairs and French as well as subjects like dancing
and needlework.
In 1867 the Belfast Ladies’ Institute was formed. Its
objective was ‘to provide advanced classes for
ladies of a higher class than hitherto attempted’. It
engaged professors from Queen’s College to teach
the women and this was the start of the campaign
to enable women to access university education.
The founders were: Mrs Bushell, whose husband
was a stockbroker and wine merchant; Mrs
McIlwaine, whose husband Rev William McIlwaine
was rector of St George’s in High Street; Mrs Scott
Porter, whose husband was the Minister of Second
Presbyterian Church (Unitarian); Mrs Dufin, whose
husband owned a flax spinning mill; Miss Stevelly,
whose father was a lecturer at Queen’s College and
Miss Cunningham. Committee meetings were held
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in the homes of the women who were
superintendents in the Institute – Mrs Porter’s in
College Square East; Mrs Burden’s at College Square
North, Isabella Tod’s in Claremont Street; Mrs
Duffin’s at Strandtown Lodge. Lectures were
normally held two days per week for two hours on
Monday and Thursday afternoons. They used the
premises of the museum in College Square North,
owned by the Belfast Natural History and
Philosophical Society. Cookery classes were held in
the Minor Hall of the Ulster Hall.
Isabella Tod led the campaign to have Queen’s
College set examinations for women taking these
classes, so they could have recognition of their
academic achievements. In 1869 women were
allowed to take exams. In 1879 women were
admitted to degrees on the same terms as men but
were still taught separately. Margaret Byers
established a separate university department in her
school to prepare students for degrees and the
Ladies’ Institute continued until 1897. Isabella Tod
acted as Secretary of the Institute which further
campaigned to allow women access to University
education in Ireland. She was the main influence
behind the establishment of the Ulster Head
Schoolmistresses Association, formed in 1880. This
association worked closely with the Central
Association of Irish Schoolmistresses and other
Ladies interested in Irish Education (AISLIE),
established in Dublin in 1882.

Women and the vote
Irish Women’s Suffrage Society
In 1872 Isabella Tod organized the first Irish suffrage
tour, holding meetings in Belfast, Carrickfergus,
Coleraine, Derry and Dublin. The Belfast meeting,
held on 6 February, attracted an audience of 500. In
1873 she formed the first Irish suffrage association,
the North of Ireland Women’s Suffrage Society. In
1896 the Society became a branch of the Dublinbased Irish Women’s Suffrage and Local Government
Association. This had been formed by Thomas and
Anna Haslam. It worked through organising petitions
and holding drawing room meetings. In 1909 the
Belfast branch became independent and adopted
the name the Irish Women’s Suffrage Society (IWSS)
and founded branches in Whitehead, Derry and
Bangor. Its office was in Donegall Place. It was the
most active northern group. In November 1912
Blanche Bennett, its secretary, recorded that it had
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filled the Ulster Hall three times, and the Belfast
Opera House once and more than once every other
available hall in the city. From 1912-13 it held 47 open
air meetings in Belfast. The IWSS and other groups
spoke at street corners and held dinner hour
meetings at factory and mill gates in Belfast to
encourage working class women to get involved. But
it was mainly a middle class movement. Women
involved included: Blanche Bennett, Mary Baker,
Elizabeth Priestly McCracken, Margaret McCoubrey,
Margaret Robinson, Dr Elizabeth Bell, Mabel Small.

By May 1912 there were approximately 3,000
members of the IWSF and IWSS, very comparable to
the percentage of membership of suffrage groups
in England. In 1914 membership had risen to 3,500,
1,000 of whom were members of the twenty Ulster
suffrage societies.
Suffrage Events in Belfast
•

Other suffrage groups formed throughout Ireland
in the early part of the 20th century.

•

Irish Women’s Suffrage Federation

•

In 1911 an Irish Women’s Suffrage Federation (IWSF)
was formed as an umbrella group to coordinate
suffrage activities. A Northern Committee of the
Federation dealt specifically with Ulster suffrage
groups, its secretary was Dora Mellone, secretary of
Warrenpoint and Newry Suffrage Society.
Irish Women’s Franchise League
The only specifically militant group was the Dublinbased Irish Women’s Franchise League, formed in
1908. The IWFL, as a militant organization, did not
join the Federation but its paper, the Irish Citizen
(1912-1920) reported on the activities of all suffrage
groups in Ireland.

•

•

•
•
•

•
•

•

•

In October 1910 Emmeline Pankhurst, leader of
the English militant organization the Women’s
Social and Political Union, spoke at meetings in
Dundalk, Belfast, Derry, Cork and Dublin.
In 1911 her daughter Christabel addressed an
IWSS meeting in the Opera House in Belfast.
In January 1912 Emmeline Pethick Lawrence,
another leader of the WSPU, spoke at several
meetings organized by the IWSS in Belfast.
May 1912 open air meetings were held in
Carlisle Circus and other parts of Belfast –
women called for votes for women to be
included in the Home Rule Bill, without approval
or disapproval of the Bill itself.
November 1912 windows were broken in
Donegall Square GPO (now Ten Square) in
protest at the defeat of an amendment to the
Home Rule Bill that would have given women in
Ireland the vote.
1913 – Home Rule Bill being debated in
Westminster
February to April – 9 pillar boxes and one
telephone box attacked in Belfast by IWSS
August 1913 – IWSS held an open air meeting in
Ormeau Park, Belfast, Hanna Sheehy Skeffington
from Dublin, one of speakers, was heckled
because she came from Dublin
September 1913 – IWSS held an open air
meeting at Carlisle Circus
September 1913 – the Ulster Unionist party
stated they would give women the vote in a
separate provisional government in Ulster
October 1913 WSPU established an ‘Ulster
Centre’ in 5 College Square East. Staff were
Dorothy Evans (1889-1944), born in Stockport,
England; Mary Larmour, from Scotland, and
Florence McFarlane, born in Edinburgh, who
used the alias Madge Muir. They were paid
organizers sent from England.
December 1913 – Dorothy Evans attended a
meeting at Queen’s – a ‘very rowdy event’ with
40 suffragettes being outnumbered by 200 male
students ‘wild scene of pandemonium –
detonators boomed, squibs fizzled and crackers
exploded, often in dangerous proximity to those
on the platform.’ (Queen’s College Bulletin,
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•

•

December 1913)
13 March 1914 a suffragette meeting was held
in the Ulster Hall. Edward Carson had withdrawn
the promise of suffrage and WSPU declared war
on Ulster Unionists. Dorothy Evans stated
‘Carson was no friend of women...they declared
war on Carson’.
April 1914 IWSS disbanded as members joined
WSPU. Mrs Lilian Metge from Lisburn was the
most active local militant; also Mrs Elfreda Baker,
Knock; Maud Wickham (said to be a niece of
Lady Aberdeen); Mabel Small (a teacher),
Elizabeth Bell (the first woman to qualify as a
doctor in Ireland and was doctor for the
suffragettes).

Between 27 March 1914 and 1 August 1914, there
were the following violent incidents:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Abbeylands House, Whiteabbey, in the grounds
of which the UVF troops drilled, burnt to ground
Bishop Henry’s Orlands Mansion in Kilroot, Co
Antrim
Bangor station
Old Town Hall in Victoria Street Belfast stoned
House in Derry
Seaview House, north Belfast damaged in arson
attack
Motor garage in Belfast destroyed
Newtownards Race Stand, Co Down burnt
Ballylesson Church, Lisburn
Wallace Castle in Lisburn
Ballymenock House in Belfast arson attack and
£20,000 damages
Cavehill Bowling and Tennis Club in north
Belfast was set on fire
Ardmillan House in Fortwilliam Park
Fortwilliam golf green attacked in north Belfast
Teahouse in Bellvue Gardens, north Belfast –
burnt to the ground
Annadale Hall in south Belfast
Knock Golf Club in east Belfast
Church of Ireland Cathedral in Lisburn had its
stained glass window on the East end blown out

The Carlton cake shop in Donegall Place had
cardboard cake boxes with black and white stripes
and ‘good camouflage for carrying firelighters.’
When one of the suffrage visitors were staying with
the McCoubrey family, they always had cake for tea.
(Reminiscences of Margaret McCoubrey’s daughter)
Dorothy Evans, Madge Muir, Mabel Small, Mary
Larmour, Maud Wickham, Lilian Metge and Dorothy
Carson are the suffragettes imprisoned as a result of
the militancy.

Belfast Women’s History Tour

Women were held in Crumlin Road Jail. Evans, Muir
and Larmour went on hunger and thirst strike and
were released and re-arrested. Their court cases
were marked by disturbances as the women
refused to cooperate with male authority.
22 August 1914 – WSPU office in Belfast closed
due to outbreak of First World War as Emmeline and
Christabel Pankhurst called an end to the militant
campaign and urged women to support the war
effort. Sylvia Pankhurst was opposed to the war and
maintained contact with Irish suffragists.
1914-1915 Margaret McCoubrey tried to set up an
‘Ulster Centre’, a branch of IWFL in Belfast for
women who took a pacifist line and who wanted to
continue with campaign for the vote but it did not
attract many members.
1918 – End of First World War and Representation
of the People Act gave women over 30 in Britain
and Ireland the right to vote and to stand for
parliament.
1918 – Constance Markievicz, standing in a Dublin
constituency, becomes the first female MP elected
to British House of Commons. As a Sinn Fein
member she takes her seat in Dail Eireann on her
release from Holloway Prison. Winifred Carney,
standing in Victoria Ward in Belfast for Sinn Fein
fails to be elected.
1922 – Women in the Irish Free State gain equal
suffrage rights with men and can vote at 21.
1928 – Women in Northern Ireland and the rest of
the UK win the right to vote at age 21.

Belfast women politicians
in the Stormont
parliament
Between 1921 and 1972 and the imposition of Direct
Rule, only twenty women stood for election to
Stormont and nine were elected. Julia McMordie
(Belfast) and Dehra Chichester (Londonderry), both
Unionist, were the first women elected to Stormont
in 1921. As our focus is on the past, we have not
included representation of women in the devolved
Stormont Assembly, which came into existence in
1998. The first Assembly saw the election of 14
women out of 108 and this percentage has increased
very slowly with 20 women elected in 2010 –
forming only 18% of the total number of MLAs.
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Julia McMordie (1860-?)
Born Gray, in England, married R J McMordie, MP for
East Belfast. She was the first women member of
Belfast City Council in 1917; first woman High
Sheriff in 1929 and vice President of Ulster Women’s
Unionist Council 1919-1940. She supported women
becoming police officers – in 1922 only 2 out of
3,000 police officers in Belfast were women. She
called for at least doubling their representation
when she made her first speech. She also spoke on
education. She did not stand for re-election in 1925.
She lived in Calrie Hill, Knock.
Irene Calvert (1909-2000)
Educated at Methodist College Belfast and Queen’s
University; Chief Welfare Officer for Northern
Ireland, Ministry of Home Affairs, 1940; Managing
Director the Ulster Weaving Company, 1952; first
woman President Belfast City Chamber of
Commerce, 1965-6. Elected in a by-election for
Queen’s University in1944; stood for progressive
social legislation and introduced reforms to the
education and child welfare laws. In 1953 she said
the Northern Ireland statelet was not a viable
economic unit and she resigned as a result of that
conviction. She later moved to Dublin and worked
for the Irish Labour Party.
Eileen Hickey (1886-1960)
Studied medicine at Queen’s University, where she
was a Gold Medalist in 1923. She was senior
physician at the Mater Hospital, eventually joining
the board of governors. She became the first female
Clinical Examiner in Medicine at Queen’s and later
the first female President of the Ulster Medical
Society. She was elected as an Independent to
Stormont for the Queen’s University Constituency
from1949-1958. Her addresses: 76 Eglantine
Avenue, South Belfast; 20 Donegall Park Avenue,
North Belfast.
Elizabeth (Bessie) McConachie (dates unknown)
Educated at Queen’s University (BA); occupation
school teacher. She was elected to the Queen’s
University Constituency in 1953, standing as a
Unionist and retired with the abolition of university
seats in 1969. Her address: 24 Derryvolgie Avenue,
South Belfast.
Sheelagh Murnaghan (1924-1993)
Educated at Loreto College, Dublin and Queen’s
University, growing up in a Catholic nationalist
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family in Omagh and Dublin. At Queen’s in 1947 she
became President of the University Literary and
Scientific Debating Society and on graduation
became Northern Ireland’s first woman barrister.
She also played for the Irish women’s national
hockey team. In 1959 she joined the Ulster Liberal
Party and contested South Belfast in elections. She
was unsuccessful but in 1961 she won a by-election
for the Queen’s Constituency. She became the only
Liberal ever to serve in the Stormont parliament.
Her first Private Members Bill in 1963 aimed to
abolish capital punishment. She proposed a
number of Human Rights Bills into Stormont to
make discrimination illegal. She lost her seat in
1969 when electoral reform abolished university
seats. In 1972 when Direct Rule was introduced the
Secretary of State appointed her to his special
advisory committee. She was a member of the
Northern Ireland Advisory Commission and the
Community Relations Commission from 1972 to
1973.
Patricia McLaughlin (1916-1997)
Florence Patricia Alice Aldwell was born in
Downpatrick, the daughter of a Church of Ireland
cleric, Canon FB Aldwell, MA, LLD, later Rector of
Holy Trinity, Aghalee, Rector of St George’s Church,
Belfast and member of the Cathedral Chapter of St
Anne’s Cathedral, Belfast. She was educated at
Ashleigh House School, Belfast, from where she
progressed to Trinity College, Dublin. She studied
modern languages although did not graduate,
instead marrying in 1937 Henry W. McLaughlin, a
director of the prominent civil engineering firm
McLaughlin & Harvey Ltd. In 1955 she was selected
to contest the Westminster seat of Belfast West,
receiving 34,191 votes as against 16,050 for Beattie
(Labour) and 8,447 for Boyce (Sinn Fein). She was
the second woman to be elected to Westminster
from Northern Ireland. She retained the West
Belfast seat in 1959, however, she did not contest
the 1964 General Election, citing reasons of health,
though some ascribed her withdrawal to the
shadow of a financial scandal involving a clothing
company called “Seenozip”, which had commenced
trading in Newry in 1960, with her support: she was
a director of the firm. Although criticised by a
Northern Ireland scrutiny committee in October
1964, she was unanimously reselected to contest
the seat, but declined the candidacy. In 1970 she
unsuccessfully stood as a Conservative candidate in
Wandsworth Central, London. She was awarded an
OBE in 1975. She died in Winchester.
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CENTRAL BELFAST
Suffragettes
Irish Women’s Suffrage Society had an office at 27
Donegall Place
Carlton Restaurant existed in Donegall Place and
suffragettes used cake boxes from there to hide
incendiary devices.
Women’s Social and Political Union office was in 5
College Square East (around the corner from the
Belfast Metropolitan College)

Donegall Street
The Belfast Rape Crisis Centre was opened in the
1980’s and is situated in Donegall Street, adjacent
to Exchange Place.
In 1979 the Women’s Rights Movement opened the
first women’s centre in Belfast - called Belfast
Women’s Centre - in Donegall Street, just across
from Exchange Place. When it moved up the street
to North Street Arcade it was renamed Downtown
Women’s Centre in recognition of other women’s
centres that had now opened in Belfast. The Arcade
was badly damaged by fire in 2004 and is now
vacant. Above the entrance are women spinning
and chatting in a panel taken from the Brookfield
linen warehouse, which the arcade replaced.

Monument to the Unknown
Woman Worker
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The top floor of the Premier Inn in Donegall Street
is the former site of the Belfast and District Trades
Union Council office, where Betty Sinclair worked as
secretary.

Great Victoria Street
Monument to the Unknown Woman Worker
(1992)
Situated outside the Great Northern Mall and close
to the Europa Hotel, sculpted by Louise Walsh and
cast in bronze, is a sculpture of two female figures
embedded with items including a typewriter,
telephone, colander, cash register and hairdryer,
representing the kinds of jobs performed by
women. This was originally commissioned by the
Department of the Environment for Northern
Ireland and was to stand at the entrance to Amelia
Street, on the other side of Great Victoria Street.
Some assumed, given the history of the street as a
former Red Light district, that the women were
prostitutes. Louise Walsh protested about this, and
said she was addressing the underlying issues of
women’s low-paid jobs and unpaid housework.
Following disagreement, the commissioning of this
piece was taken over by Glenbank Estates Limited
and placed at the entrance to the Great Northern
Mall instead of Amelia Street, where it was unveiled
by trade unionist Inez McCormick.

Ring of Thanksgiving (2009)
Sculpted by Andy Scott and erected in
Thanksgiving Square, Oxford Street, the 15 metre
high sculpture is made of stainless steel and cast
bronze, with the figure of a woman holding aloft
“the ring of thanksgiving”. The globe at her feet
indicates the universal philosophy of peace,
harmony and thanksgiving, and has marked on its
surface the cities where the people and industries
of Belfast migrated and exported to. It has been
adopted by Belfast City Council and other
organisations as an emblem of the emerging new
Belfast.

Ulster Hall
One of Belfast’s oldest venues, it was sold to Belfast
Corporation in 1902. It has hosted events ranging
from the Ulster Women’s Unionist Council
campaign against Home Rule, suffrage meetings, a
class room for the Belfast Ladies’ Institute, a
Women’s Health Fair in 1986 and the Anna Eggert
Lecture Series on notable Belfast women. The
International Women’s Celebration Day for the 2000
Millennium was also held here. The singer Ruby
Murray is commemorated with a plaque at the
entrance to the Hall.
Customs House
Site of Belfast’s `Speakers’ Corner’ where large
crowds regularly gathered at the foot of Custom
House steps to hear and heckle the orators of the
day. Nellie Gordon spoke there on behalf of the
linen workers.

Albert Clock
Being situated close to the docks, the tower was
once infamous for being frequented by prostitutes
plying their trade with visiting sailors.
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Transport House
Built in 1959 for the Amalgamated Transport and
General Workers’ Union. Its side depicts the
industries: plane, cranes, a ship, and a factory,
uniformed workers - without whom all industry
would grind to a halt.
Clara Copely
(1866- 1949)
Boxing Promoter
Born in Yorkshire, Clara
Copley came from a family
involved in circus and
travelling fun fairs. She
came to Belfast in the 1920’s
with this business and in the
1930’s moved into boxing
promotion. She had a boxing booth, and later a
wooden hall on Chapel Fields, then vacant ground
opposite St Malachy’s Church in the Markets area of
Belfast, where boxing tournaments took place. Ma
Copley (as she was popularly known) operated at a
time when there was no work and young men were
willing to fight for the chance of winning money.
One of these was Rinty Monaghan, who became flyweight champion of the world when he knocked
out Jackie Patterson at the King’s Hall in 1948. It was
said of her, ‘she was a woman in a man’s world - the
world of prize fighting’. On 29 August 1942 in the
Ulster Hall, an event was held to honour Mrs Copley
“who for years had had the distinction of being
Britain’s only woman British Boxing Board of Control
Licensed promoter”. A silver fruit bowl was
presented to her. The inscription on the bowl
records that it was given “By the Patrons of the
Ulster Hall as a token of appreciation of services
rendered to the sport of Boxing”.
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Rosamond Praeger
(1867-1954)
Artist, sculptor and writer
Born in Holywood, County
Down, Ireland, she was
educated at Sullivan Upper
School, the Belfast School
of Art and the Slade School
of Art in London. She was
the younger sister of the
naturalist Robert Lloyd Praeger. She also studied art
in Paris. She wrote and illustrated children’s books,
but is best known for her sculptures, including
‘Johnny the Jig’, which is in Holywood (between the
Maypole and the Priory) and ‘Fionnuala the
Daughter of Lir’ which is at the Causeway School,
near Bushmills. She also modelled figures for such
diverse bodies as the Northern Bank, the Carnegie
Library on the Falls Road and at St Anne’s Church of
Ireland Cathedral baptismal font. She was President
of the Ulster Academy. She received an Honorary
MA from Queen’s University in 1927, and in 1939
was awarded the M.B.E. Her work is included in the
permanent collection of the Ulster Museum.

NORTH BELFAST
Crumlin Road and surrounding area
Crumlin Road Prison
The County Gaol for Antrim, as it was originally
known, was built in Belfast between 1843 and 1845
on a design by the renowned architect Charles
Lanyon. Constructed from Black Basalt rock on a 10acre site at the bottom of the Crumlin Road, it was
modeled on London’s Pentonville prison and built
to house between 500 and 550 prisoners in single
cell accommodation. Of the four wings in the jail, Awing was the longest with 31 cells on either side of
three landings. Its oﬃcial use began in March 1846
when 106 prisoners (men, women and children)
were marched in chains from the then-county jail in
Carrickfergus. Women were held in Crumlin Road
jail until the early part of the 20th century, in the
prison block house located at the end of D-wing.
This was next to the Mater hospital. In 1913–14
period suffragettes were arrested for their militant
actions and held in A-wing: Madge Muir, Dorothy
Evans, Lilian Metge, Joan Wickham and Dorothy
Carson. Madge Muir and Dorothy Evans went on
hunger strike and were forcibly fed.

The Mill Worker Sculpture (2010)
The cast bronze sculpture by artist Ross Wilson
depicts a woman mill worker, celebrating the
important role women have played in Belfast’s
industrial history. It was commissioned by Belfast
City Council and stands on the corner of Cambrai
Street and the Crumlin Road, adjacent to Brookfield
Mill, once one of the largest mills in the world. It is
known affectionately as the ‘Millies’ sculpture,
referring to the name given to the mill workers.
Suffragists held meetings at the corner of Agnes St
and Crumlin Road
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Marie Johnson
(1890-1974)

Carlisle Circus
Open air suffrage meetings were held at Carlisle
Circus. Winifred Carney lived in 2A Carlisle Circus.
Winifred Carney
(1887 – 1943)
Trade unionist and Irish
Republican
Born in Larne, she grew up
in 2A Carlisle Circus and
moved back there after her
participation in the 1916
Rising. She was educated at
the Christian Brothers
School on Donegall Street and was later a junior
teacher. She enrolled at Hughes Commercial
Academy and qualiﬁed as a secretary and
shorthand typist, one of the ﬁrst women in Belfast
to do so. She met James Connolly in 1912 and
became Secretary of the women’s section of the
Irish Textile Workers’ Union in Belfast. She was a
strong nationalist and joined the Belfast branch of
Cumann na mBan. In the 1916 Rising she
accompanied Connolly to the headquarters of the
GPO in Dublin, dubbed the ‘Typist with a Webley’,
typing all the communications for the leaders of the
Rising. Winifred was among the ﬁnal group
(including Connolly and Patrick Pearse) to leave the
GPO. She refused to leave Connolly, who was badly
injured. She was imprisoned for a time after the
Rising and stood as a Sinn Fein candidate for the
Victoria ward in the 1918 elections. An election
meeting on her behalf was held in the St Mary’s Hall
in Chapel Lane. It was a Unionist area and she stood
on a Workers’ Republic platform and was not
elected. The house in Carlisle Circus, where Winifred
lived with her mother and brother, was often raided
by the police because of Winifred’s wide political
connections. She worked for the Transport Union at
their oﬃce in 122 Corporation Street and was a
member of the NI Labour Party. In 1928 she married
George McBride, from Crimea Street oﬀ the Shankill
Road, who came from a Protestant working class
background and who had fought in the First World
War as a member of the Ulster Volunteers. They
shared a commitment to socialism, although
McBride disagreed with Winifred’s nationalism.
They moved to 3 Whitewell Parade, Whitehouse, in
the north of the city and lived there until Winifred’s
death from TB in 1943. She is buried in Milltown
Cemetery. Her headstone was erected by the
National Graves Association, Belfast.

Born in England as Marie Tregay. Trained as a school
teacher. She married Thomas Johnson, Liverpool
born, who came to Ireland in 1892 to work in
Kinsale, where he met Marie. They married and had
one son, Fred, born in 1899, who later became an
actor in the Abbey Theatre in Dublin. In 1900 Marie
and Thomas moved to Belfast where Thomas
became a commercial traveller and labour party
activist, eventually becoming a full-time worker for
the Irish Labour Party. Marie was the ﬁrst secretary
of the Irish Textile Workers’ Union and provided
great support to the linen workers during the 1911
strike. She was succeeded in this role by her friend
Winifred Carney. Marie was also a member of the
Irish Women’s Suﬀrage Society. The Johnsons
moved to Dublin but Marie remained a committed
feminist. In 1924 she was Irish representative to the
4th Congress of the Women’s International League
for Peace and Freedom, held in Washington, USA.
The Women’s Library in London has a transcript of
her reminiscences of Irish suﬀrage.
Amy Carmichael
(1867 – 1951)
Missionary
Amy, the oldest of seven
children, was born in Millisle
where her ﬂour mill owner
father was a leading
member of the Presbyterian
community. A downturn in
business brought the family
to College Gardens, Belfast where Amy became
involved in the city mission work. She began to work
with the poor of Belfast, particularly the mill girls,
taking them to her local church, Rosemary Street
Presbyterian Church, for services. It is said that she
was particularly inspired by an old beggar women at
the famous water fountain opposite the BBC, who
was being ignored by the well-dressed churchgoers
all around. Her work amongst the oppressed really
took oﬀ when, in 1889, along with her friend Kate
Mitchell, Amy founded the Welcome Hall, on Cambrai
Street, an outreach ministry to the local girls who
worked in the linen mills within the north Belfast
area. Her message of invitation was ‘Come One, Come
All to the Welcome Hall – and Come in Your Working
Clothes!’ ‘The Welcome Hall’ in Cambrai Street, North
Belfast, was constructed with funds Amy helped to
raise. It was later rebuilt and was rededicated in 2007.
In 1888, three years after her father’s death, Amy
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accompanied her mother and sister to Manchester
where she continued her work amongst the local
slum dwellers. Despite setbacks due to ill health, Amy
went overseas as a missionary, starting in Japan and
then moving to India where she mounted a
campaign to rescue children from the ‘secret’ Hindu
practice of temple prostitution. She independently
formed the Dohnavur Fellowship Rescue, which
provided a home and education for hundreds of
children over the following decades. She died 18
January 1951 and is buried at Dohnavur. The
Dohnavur Fellowship still exists to protect vulnerable
children in India.
A Blue Plaque was erected to Amy at the Welcome
Evangelical Church in Cambrai Street in
September 2007.
Saidie Patterson
(1906-1985)
Trade unionist and peace
movement activist
She was born in Woodvale
Street and worked at home
with her mother, who was
an outworker in the linen
industry. It was Saidie’s job
to go to the warehouse to
collect the bundles of work and then the following
day to return the ﬁnished goods. Her memoirs
provide vivid accounts of the appalling conditions
of the mill workers. Her own mother died in
childbirth in 1918. Saidie recalled ‘On her last day
on earth she worked to 6 pm and died four hours
later.’ She joined Ewarts Mill on the Crumlin Road at
the age of fourteen. In 1940 she led a strike at
Ewarts and was appointed the ﬁrst fulltime oﬃcial
of the textile branch of the Transport and General
Workers’ Union in Belfast, with special responsibility
for women workers, a post she continued with for
the next twenty years, becoming a well known
trade union ﬁgure in Ireland and Britain. When she
retired she became a peace activist and chair of
Women Together. At the age of 69 she was awarded
the World Methodist Peace Award.
Betty Sinclair
(1910 - 1981)
Communist, trade unionist
and civil rights activist
She was born to a Protestant
family from Hooker Street in
the Ardoyne area of Belfast.
Her mother was a mill
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worker, and at age 14 Betty went to work at Ewarts
Mill, which was situated on Crumlin Road, at the
Cambrai Street corner. It was demolished in 1998
and is now part of the Edenderry Industrial Complex.
Betty joined the Revolutionary Workers’ Group in
1932 and in 1933 she was a prominent activist in the
Outdoor Relief Strike. In the 1930s, the Northern Irish
export economy was nearly destroyed by the Great
Depression. Unemployment in December 1930
reached nearly 100,000 in Belfast alone, and infant
mortality rose to 78 per 1000 births. She campaigned
for relief to be given to the unemployed, and at 22,
became a surprising figurehead in the male
dominated world of politics. The 1932 Outdoor Relief
Strike, uniting Catholics and Protestants, was a
limited success, but the aftermath saw the
reemergence of sectarianism. Betty then spent two
years studying in the Soviet Union where she formed
a lifelong admiration of Soviet communism. She
returned to Belfast in 1935 and became a leading
member of the Communist Party of Ireland. She was
jailed for sedition in 1941 when an article written by
the IRA was published in the Communist Party paper
Unity. The article argued that if Hitler’s Germany won
the war, Ireland’s independence would benefit. The
CP opposed this view in another edition of Unity, but
Betty, as part editor was held responsible. She stood
for the party in Belfast Cromac Ward at the 1945
general election, taking almost 1/3 of the votes. She
became secretary of the Belfast and District Trades
Union Council and was a member of the first
executive of the N.I. Civil Rights Association. The
song ‘We Shall Overcome’ was first sung in Ireland at
the end of the initial NICRA march from Coalisland to
Dungannon on Saturday 24 August 1968. The person
to orchestrate and lead the march in singing this
song was Betty Sinclair. In 1969 she resigned from
the Executive Committee of NICRA over political
differences, but she continued her activities in the
movement. In 1981 she organised the 100th
anniversary of the Belfast Trades Council in Belfast
City Hall. She spent some time in the 1970’s living in
Prague, working part-time for the World Marxist
Review. She lived in a flat on the Cregagh Road in
East Belfast where she died in a fire on the 24
December 1981.
Mary McAleese (1951-)
President of Ireland
Born Mary Patricia
Lenaghan, the eldest of
nine children. Her family
home was on Balholme
Drive, Ardoyne but the
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growing family later moved to Mountainview
Gardens, near the old fire brigade station. They
were forced to leave the area by loyalists when the
Troubles broke out. Mary was educated at St
Dominic’s High School, Fall’s Road and Queen’s
University. She was made a barrister in 1974 and
she is also a member of the Irish Bar. For a time she
also worked for RTE. She married Martin McAleese,
a dentist. Mary McAleese is Ireland’s second female
president, following Mary Robinson. She was first
elected president in 1997 and won a second term,
without a contest, in 2004. Her presidency ended in
2011.

The Shankill Road
Women’s Suffragist
Wall Mural ‘The
Banquet’ (2011)
Located on the Shankill
Road, adjacent to the
Co-Op and Argyll Business Centre, this modern
work of art by Ulster’s leading artist Rita Duffy was
developed as part of the celebrations for the
centenary of International Women’s Day in March
2011. Funded by the Arts Council ‘Re-Imaging’
initiative, it was inspired by the suffrage movement.
Local women were used by the artist to display
different roles played by women, as well as
providing commentary on a number of issues,
including war and pacifism. Rita Duffy said “I
wanted to depict the wider ripples that continue to
move the water after the suffragettes first lobbed their
brick into Ulster’s smooth pond.” It was unveiled on
the Shankill Road by Betty Carlisle, MBE, manager of
Shankill Women’s Centre and Marie Jones,
playwright.

Shankill Women’s Centre
Shankill Women’s Centre was formed in 1987.
Originally located in ‘The Hummingbird’ on the
Shankill Road, the Centre formed the first
community/statutory partnership of its kind with
the North and West Health and Social Services Trust
through its move to its present location at 151-157
Shankill Road. The centre arose because of an
expressed local need for women to be able to
access specific education, support and training. It
now runs two childcare facilities, one on the peace
line at Northumberland Street, as well as an
extensive education programme and crosscommunity work. It is an important community
resource and a leading organisation in the northwest of the city, recognised for its immense
contribution to the community and to work in
promoting greater understanding between
nationalist and unionist communities.
Mary Ann McCracken
(1770-1866)
Republican and social
reformer
Mary Ann’s father was John
McCracken and her mother
Ann came from one of
Belfast’s leading families,
the Joys. Unusually for girls
at that time, she attended a
co-educational school, David Manson’s Academy, in
Donegall Street. The Belfast Poorhouse (now Clifton
House) was run by the Belfast Charitable Society
and was designed by her uncle, Robert Joy,
providing food and accommodation for the poor of
Belfast. Mary Ann was associated with the
Poorhouse from an early age. As sister of Henry Joy,
one of the leaders of the United Irishmen who
organised the 1798 Rising against British rule in

Ireland, she supported their ideals, and belief in
equality, social justice and Catholic emancipation.
She was also strongly feminist in inclination,
agreeing with the writings of Mary Wollstonecraft
and influencing her brother to read the writings of
the radicals of the time. Following the defeat of
Henry Joy in the Battle of Antrim, Mary Ann tried to
help him to escape to America. When he was
arrested and hung at the Cornmarket she
persuaded a local surgeon to try to revive him. She
then defied family opposition to bring up his
illegitimate daughter Maria in the family home. She
also supported the failed rising of Robert Emmet in
1803. Mary Ann had entered business with her
sister Margaret and they had a muslin business at
27 Waring Street, off Lower Donegall Street, which
eventually went bankrupt because they insisted on
continuing to pay their weavers during periods of
recession. She was a notable philanthropist,
devoting herself to working for the poor in Belfast
and is strongly associated with the Clifton Street
Poorhouse. She remained progressive in her views,
supporting taxation of the rich, the abolition of
landlordism and she was a notable campaigner
against slavery and child labour. Mary Ann is buried
in Clifton Street cemetery, beside the Poorhouse.
There is a plaque at 62 Donegall Pass in South
Belfast, where she lived for much of her later life.

Royal Avenue was renamed ‘Mary Ann McCracken
Avenue’ in celebration of International Women’s
Day 2011.
Joy’s Entry off High Street, is named after the family.

Antrim Road
Wall Mural
A wall mural ‘Building an Ireland of Equals’ featuring
Winifred Carney, together with Wolfe Tone and
Bobby Sands, is located beside the Sinn Fein office
on the corner of the Antrim Road and Oceanic
Avenue.
Francis Joseph Bigger, a Presbyterian solicitor, held
Sunday evening social events, attended by large
numbers of people wanting to revive Ireland’s
Gaelic heritage. Alice Milligan, Anna Johnston, Mary
Hobson and Helen Waddell were some of the
women who were regular attenders. His house at
737 Antrim Road ‘Ardrigh’ was situated on the
slopes of Cave Hill. He died in 1926, leaving his
books to the Central Library. The house was
knocked down in 1986 to make way for a block of
flats which retains the name Ardrigh.
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Alice Milligan’s family moved to the Antrim Road in
1893 and lived at Greenwood (see South Belfast for
biographical details), while the Johnstons lived at
Lisnaveane (or Lios na bhFionn) on Donegall Park
Avenue, off the Antrim Road.
Mary Hobson (1856-1947)
Women’s rights activist and archaeologist
Mary Ann Bulmer, an English-born women’s rights
activist and amateur archaeologist, was the mother
of Bulmer Hobson who (with Constance Markievicz)
founded the republican youth organization Fianna
Eireann, and organized the Irish Republican
Brotherhood in the north, reviving republicanism.
Mary married Benjamin Hobson Jr (1852–1927), a
commercial traveller, in the Friends’ Meeting House
in Darlington, County Durham on 22 April 1880.
They first lived in Monasterevin, County Kildare,
where their eldest child, Florence Fulton Hobson
was born in 1881. Shortly after her birth the family
moved to Belfast, where they initially settled in a
house close to what was then Queen’s College.
Living at 5 Magdala Street, where Bulmer was born,
the Hobsons were surrounded by ‘indisciplined and
unruly’ students living in digs. They moved to a
larger house, with a garden suitable for children, at
6 Hopefield Avenue, which ran between the Antrim
and Cave Hill roads in North Belfast. Of their
Hopefield Avenue home, Mary Hobson recalled: ‘We
were on the verge of country lanes, where we went
blackberrying and picnicking; and so, despite the
illnesses, the children grew and thrived in the clean
air of the Antrim hills.’ Mary Hobson belonged to
suffrage societies. She campaigned in 1896–97 for
the election of Kate Megahy, the first female Poor
Law Guardian in Belfast; she served on the
committee formed to administer the boarding out,
or fostering, of children from the Belfast Workhouse
and marched with the Irish contingent in the 1911
suffrage procession from Cleopatra’s Needle to the
Royal Albert Hall in London. Between 1904 and
1911 she published a number of abstracts and
articles in journals. On at least two occasions she
attended the conference of the British Association
for the Advancement of Science as a delegate from
the Belfast Naturalists’ Field Club.
It should be noted that there were two women
named Mary Hobson active in Belfast in the late
nineteenth century. Miss Mary Hobson, daughter of
the rector of Connor, established the Belfast
Association for the Employment of the Blind in
1871.
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Florence Hobson (1881 -1978)
Architect
Florence Hobson Patterson was part of a circle of
middle class, mainly nationalist leaning northern
Protestants interested in the Irish language and the
Celtic Revival, which included Ada McNeill and Alice
Milligan. She grew up in Belfast, the family living at
5 Magdala Street and then 6 Hopefield Avenue and
attended the Belfast School of Art. She had her
mind set on becoming an architect, but at the turn
of the century there were no women with
architects’ professional qualifications in Ireland,
Wales or Scotland, though two women had been
articled in England. Florence went to London where
her proposal to become an architect met with ‘if
you were a little less good looking, you’d have a
better chance’. She was eventually accepted by
James Phillips, the leading Methodist Church
architect. By 1893 she had passed two qualifying
examinations held under the Royal Institute of
British Architects. In 1905 she was appointed to
assist the Royal Commission on the City of Belfast’s
Health and Housing, and spent the next fifteen
years making a thorough report. She travelled to
Germany and Switzerland to ascertain how these
countries dealt with similar problems. She was a
member of the Belfast Naturalists’ Field Club and
delivered a lecture on town planning at the library
in Royal Avenue in 1913. She was Ireland’s first
woman architect. She was still in Northern Ireland
in 1926 but may later have worked in England.
Florence Hobson retired in 1937. Eleven years later,
in March 1948, she married William Forbes
Patterson, a divorced author some twelve years her
junior. The couple lived for a time in
Crawfordsburn, Co. Down, but she is recorded as
living in London by 1957 until at least 1965. She
had returned to Crawfordsburn by the time of her
death on 1 November 1978, her husband having
predeceased her.
Anna Johnston
(1866-1902)
Writer, poet and Irish
republican
Anna Johnston was born in
Ballymena, County Antrim,
to a republican family. Her
father Robert was a
prominent Fenian
organiser. Her mother came
from County Donegal. She was a writer from an
early age, having her first piece published at the
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age of fifteen. She contributed poems and short
stories to a number of Irish periodicals, including
United Ireland, Young Ireland, the Nation and the
Catholic Firesider. Anna took part in the
commemorations of the 1798 Rising, together with
Alice Milligan, Maud Gonne and others. When
Maud Gonne formed the radical women’s
organisation, Inghinidhe na hEireann, in Dublin in
1900, she was elected a vice-president and she and
Alice Milligan wrote plays to support Inghinidhe’s
cultural activities. She was co-editor with Milligan
on the Northern Patriot and the Shan Van Vocht. In
1901 she married poet and folklorist Séamus
MacManus (1869–1960) and moved with him to
Revlin House in County Donegal. It was then that
she began writing under the pen name of Ethna
Carbery. She died in Revlin House the year after
their marriage. She is best known for the ballad
Roddy McCorley and the Song of Ciabhán.
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spent her last years living with her sister Meg at
Kilmacrew House, near Banbridge. She is buried in
Magherally churchyard, County Down.
Lillian Bland (1878-1971)
Female Aviator
The grand-daughter of a
Dean of Belfast, she was the
first woman in the world to
design, build and fly her own
bi-plane glider, the Mayfly,
which successfully left the
ground on Carnmoney Hill,
with four Royal Irish
Constabulary constables hanging on to the wings. A
plaque in commemoration has been erected on the
site of Templecorran House, Carnmoney, where she
was born. Mayfly was presented to the Dublin Flying
club. She emigrated to Canada in 1912.

Helen Waddell
(1889-1965)
Writer and translator
Helen’s father Hugh Waddell
worked in Tokyo where he
lectured at the Imperial
University. She was the
youngest of ten children.
She spent the first eleven
years of her life in Japan
before her family returned to Belfast. Her mother
died shortly afterwards, and her father married his
cousin Martha. Helen spent much of her childhood
in north Belfast, including short periods in 84 Clifton
Park, and 6 Glandore Gardens. When her father died
in 1901, Martha and the children moved to 19 Cedar
Avenue where a Blue Plaque was erected.
Unfortunately, when the house was sold the new
occupant of the house did not appreciate this and
they removed it. Helen was educated in Victoria
School for girls and Queen’s University, where she
got a 1st class English degree. Her academic and
literary career took off when she went to Oxford after
the death of Martha in 1919. Helen Waddell is best
known for revealing to the modern reader the world
of the medieval goliards (The Wandering Scholars,
1927), many of whose poems she translated in
Medieval Latin Lyrics (1929). Her one novel, Peter
Aberard (1933), is also set in that medieval world and
enjoyed considerable success at the time. She also
wrote plays. The Spoilt Buddha, first performed at the
Grand Opera House in 1915 is reputed to be a
portrait of her brother Sam. A wasting neurological
illness put an end to her writing career in 1950. She

Lily Anderson (1922-1981)
Community activist and communist
Lily Anderson lived in Arosa Parade, Shore Road,
with her husband Theo and seven children. She was
best known for her activities relating to nursery
school provision. One of her children was in the
Oakmount Drive Nursery Centre off the Shore Road,
one of the government war-time nurseries. When it
closed in the late 1940’s the children were moved to
Frederick Street and it was from there that much of
Lily’s work for nursery education took place. She
was a member of the Frederick Street Mother’s Club
which played a leading role in a successful
campaign for more nursery schools in Belfast in the
mid 60’s. When the Mother’s Action Council was
formed to fight for more nursery provision, Lily was
their chairperson. They were a mixed group of
Catholic and Protestant women who united to fight
for a better future. Lily was instrumental in helping
to establish nurseries in Victoria Barracks and the
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New Lodge. When she moved to Whitewell she
continued to be an active supporter of nursery
schools and joined in a campaign for a nursery class
to be opened in Whitehouse School. This was
achieved in 1978. Lily, who was born into a
Protestant family, joined the Communist Party in
1942; her husband Theo was also a party member.
She was secretary of the Whitewell Tenants’
Association at the time of her death. She died in
August 1981 in a tragic accident while on holiday in
Bulgaria.

Westlink it was a mixed commercial and residential
street. The southern side has been rebuilt with
modern houses. The northern side is now the
Westlink.
The Textile Workers’ Union, where Nellie Gordon
and Winifred Carney worked was located at 50 York
Street.
The Transport Union, where James Connolly was
organizer, was based at 122 Corporation Street.

Duncairn Gardens/York
Street/Corporation Street and
surrounding area
Wall Mural
The Irish Transport and Workers’ Union wall mural
featuring Winifred Carney, James Connolly and Jim
Larkin is located beside the Dockers’ Club at Pilot
Street, off Corporation Street.
The office of the Shan Van Vocht, edited by Alice
Milligan and Anna Johnston was at 65 Great
George’s Street. Great George’s Street runs from
Corporation Street, across York Street, to North
Queen Street. Until the clearances for the M2 and

The WOMEN’STEC - Training, Enterprise and
Childcare
Women’sTec is situated at 161-163 Duncairn
Gardens. This is the largest quality provider of
training for women in non-traditional skills in
Northern Ireland. The organization helps women to
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return to employment in non-traditional sectors in
the construction and ICT industries. Their focus is
on economically disadvantaged women, offering
them new career and life perspectives. Women’sTec
coordinates Reclaim the Agenda.
Marjorie Robinson (1858-1924)
Artist
Marjorie Robinson was born in Belfast and lived in 2
Duncairn Avenue from 1908-1913. She became a
skilled illuminator and attended the Government
School of Design. In 1907 she went to London to
take up portraiture, where she worked under Alyn
Williams of the Royal Society of Miniature Painters.
She remained in London until the outbreak of the
First World War when she returned to Belfast, living
in 139 Antrim Road from 1919. She exhibited in
London and Belfast, and a collection of twenty-two
miniatures was presented by her brother to the
Belfast Museum and Art Gallery, where she is also
represented by sculpture, watercolours and a selfportrait in oil.
Madge Davison (19491991)
Communist, civil rights
activist, feminist
Madge lived in Pittsburgh
Street on the Shore Road,
coming from a Presbyterian
family background. She
later moved to the Antrim
Road, and to Broadway and
Lenadoon in west Belfast. Her last home was in
Agincourt Avenue, South Belfast. She attended
Graymount School (which stood in the grounds of
what is now Hazelwood Integrated College) and
aged fifteen went to work in the office of
Gallagher’s Tobacco Factory, York Street, then the
biggest tobacco factory in the world employing
6,000 workers – two thirds of whom were
women. At sixteen Madge was involved in the
youth wing of the Communist Party, demonstrating
against the American War in Vietnam. By 21 she was
first general secretary of the all-Ireland Communist
Youth Movement. She was involved in breaking the
Falls Curfew in 1970, as part of the protest march of
several hundred women at being held within the
area by the British army. She was involved in the
Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association in the 70’s,
working in its office at the corner of Castle
Street/Marquis Street. After NICRA was wound up
Madge went to Queen’s University to study law,
gaining a 1st class degree. She was a respected
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barrister and regarded as a gifted advocate for
human rights. She worked closely with the women’s
sector, was a member of the N.I. Women’s Rights
Movement, taught typing in Twinbrook, law in the
Falls Women’s Centre, and an adviser to the Rape
Crisis Centre. Madge died from cancer leaving
behind a husband - fellow communist John Hobbs and two young sons, Niall and Jonathan.
Duncairn Gardens was renamed ‘Madge Davison
Gardens’ as part of the celebration of International
Women’s Day March 2011.
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WEST BELFAST
Wall Murals
Constance Markievicz Wall Mural
A mural of Constance Markievicz is located on the
corner of Rockmore Road and the Falls Road,
celebrating her role in the Irish Citizen Army and
the Easter Rising. She is surrounded by iconic
images of republican womanhood, including
Mairead Farrell and a woman banging a bin lid.
Countess Constance Markievicz (1868-1927) was a
leading participant in the 1916 Easter Rising, an
officer in the Irish Citizen Army and a member of
Cumann na mBan. She was spared execution
following the defeat of the Rising on the grounds
that she was a woman. In 1918, while still
imprisoned in Holloway Jail in London, she was
elected as a Sinn Fein member to the House of
Commons but did not take her seat. She remained a
key figure in Irish republican politics until her death.
Her outspokenness in championing the rights of
women has made her an inspirational figure for
succeeding generations of Irish women.
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1812 she had become an assistant nurse and had
been promoted to nurse by 1819. In 1832 she was
Head Nurse. She remained working in the hospital
until her death and had been credited with the
modernisation of nursing in Belfast. In 1849, when
the hospital was facing a financial crisis, she
donated her entire life savings. A plaque was
erected in her honour and a copy is in the entrance
hall of Bostock House, the Royal Victoria Hospital.
Florence Elliott (1905-1996)
Matron
Women Breaking the Falls Curfew
Divis Street. Entitled ‘Oppressions Breeds Resistance
– Resistance Brings Freedom’, this represents the
march of women defying the curfew imposed by
the British army on the Falls Road in 1970.
Freedom Fighters Outside the GPO
Whiterock Road. This mural commemorates the
leadership of the Easter Rising, with Countess
Markievicz prominent in the foreground.
Royal Victoria Hospital
The present day Royal Victoria hospital was
completed in 1906 and was the first building in the
world to have air conditioning, designed by
Belfast’s Sirocco Works Company.
Life Span (2000)
Fencing outside the main hospital site on the Falls
Road, designed and made by Avril Wilson, a Belfast
artist, and Bruce Williams. The wavy pattern of the
fence is designed to resemble DNA, enmeshed with
yellow ‘x’ and ‘y’ chromosomes. Along its length are
eleven faces which are laser-cut in steel and backed
with reconstituted stone. The faces alternate
between males and females, from a new born child,
though every decade, up to a centenarian. There
are four gateways in and out of the hospital
grounds and each gatepost is topped with a
reflective finial. These are formed from spiraling
layers of stainless steel, which are divided and
subdivided in the manner of an embryonic egg.
Ann Marshall (1792-1860)
Nurse
Belfast originally had a General Hospital founded in
1792, which divided Belfast into five dispensary
districts. Ann Marshall was admitted as a patient to
the hospital in West Street, Belfast in 1810. After her
treatment she was employed as a domestic. By

Florence Eileen Elliott was a daughter of the
Duneane Presbyterian Manse near Randalstown,
County Antrim. After a period of ill health, she
trained at the Royal Victoria Hospital, qualifying as a
registered nurse in 1930 and was Sister of Wards 7
and 8 before going to Edinburgh where she was a
midwife and midwifery sister. She returned to
Northern Ireland in 1943 to take up the post of
Matron in Whiteabbey Sanatorium. She then
became Matron at the Royal Victoria Hospital from
1946 until 1966, a period of rapid expansion and
development at the hospital, during which she
successfully guided the nursing service into the
new National Health Service. She became one of
the most admired and distinguished figures in the
nursing profession, not just in Northern Ireland but
in the United Kingdom as a whole.
Margaret Montgomery
Carlisle (1857-1935)
Philanthropist
Before her marriage in
1879 Lady Pirrie was
Margaret Montgomery
Carlisle of Belfast. She was
a daughter of Professor
John Carlisle, headmaster
of the Royal Belfast
Academical Institution
(‘Inst’) and a sister of Sir
Alex Carlisle, who had
large shipping interests. She married Viscount Pirrie in
1879 and became the first woman Justice of the
Peace in Belfast and the first to receive the Freedom
of the City. Viscountess Pirrie became president of
Harland & Wolff, the Belfast shipbuilders, following
the death of Viscount Pirrie, who died at sea in 1924.
Lady Pirrie was involved in all her husband’s
philanthropic schemes and probably even more
involved in working for the Royal Victoria Hospital.
She not only raised the £10,000 for the naming of
Ward 5 but collected over £100,000 for the naming of
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beds. She was President of the hospital from 1914
until her death in 1935. Her bust (by A Bertram
Pegram) is displayed facing the front entrance in the
corridor and her full length portrait hangs beside her
husband’s in the City Hall. The Marquis of Dufferin
and Ava described her as ‘the most charming and
most popular Lady Mayoress who ever sceptered a
city or disciplined a husband’. She was elected to the
Senate of Queen’s University Belfast and served on
the Board of Governors of Inst, becoming its Lady
President in 1931. Despite her background, Margaret
Pirrie was a friend of the nationalist MP for West
Belfast, Joe Devlin, and a supporter of Home Rule.

Falls Road
Conway Mill
Located on the corner of Conway Street and the
Falls Road, the mill began production in 1842, with
an original site that consisted of three stories and
an attic. It was known as the Falls Flax Spinning
Company and was used for spinning and carding
while in front of the mill was a one story building
designated as a weaving factory. There were also a
number of two story buildings to the rear of the site
which were used for storage and machinery rooms.
Around 1900 the present five story building was
erected in order to expand the business. In 1975/6
the Falls Flax Spinning Company Ltd. closed with
the loss of 200 jobs. It had been one of the longest
working linen manufacturers in West Belfast. It has
now been refurbished as a community education
centre.
The Irish Republican History Museum
Based in Conway Mill, the concept for a museum
of Irish Republican history belonged to the
late Eileen Hickey who was O/C of the female
Republican prisoners in Armagh Jail from 1973-77.
On her release from prison Eileen returned to
education, entered university and was awarded an
Honours degree. She dedicated her life to
educating young people as a teacher at the local
Conway education centre and began the project to
build an Irish Republican museum in the city of
Belfast. Eileen died of cancer in February 2006. The
museum committee was dedicated to completing
the project and the museum was oﬃcially opened
on the 2nd of February 2007, the anniversary of her
death. It is open Tuesday-Saturday from 10am-2pm
daily. Visits outside of those times can be arranged
by contacting the museum. Telephone: (+44)
02890240504.
E mail: eileenhickeymuseum@yahoo.com

Falls Women’s Centre
Situated at 256-258 Falls Road, the Centre was first
established in 1982 by local women in West Belfast
as a means of improving the quality of life for
women and their families living in an area of
extreme deprivation and most affected by the
conflict. The centre’s bright pink exterior was
chosen deliberately, providing a cheerful sea of
colour in an otherwise drab environment. As well as
education and training for women the centre has
an advice centre giving woman-centred advice and
it provides a crèche for those using its facilities.

Mill Street, Falls Road
The club rooms of the Irish Transport and General
Workers Union were at 65 Mill Street, where
meetings and dances were held. The textile workers
Irish Dancing Class met on Fridays at 8pm and was
open to all members of the union.
City Cemetery
On the corner of Whiterock Road and the Falls Road,
the graves contained in the cemetery are illustrative
of the industrial history of Belfast in the last two
centuries, containing imposing graves belonging to
families involved in ship building, engineering and
linen.
Milltown Cemetery
Falls Road. Opened in 1869, around 200,000 of
Belfast’s citizens, mainly Catholics, are buried there. It
contains an unmarked grave for famine victims. Many
of the hunger strikers, including Bobby Sands, are
buried in the Republican Plot. Other notable graves
include those of Winifred Carney and Mairead Farrell.
St Dominic’s Grammar School
Situated at 135-137 Falls Road, the school was
founded by the Dominican Order of nuns in 1870.
Former pupils demonstrate the range of activities
undertaken by Belfast women. Among its many
past pupils are Mary McAleese, former President of
Ireland; Marie-Therese McGivern, Director of the
Belfast Metropolitan College; artist Rita Duffy and
Dolores and Marian Price, IRA Volunteers who were
imprisoned in England following their involvement
in the Old Bailey bombing in 1973.
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Sister Genevieve O’Farrell (1923 – 2001)
School Principal
Sister Genevieve O’Farrell was the principal of St
Louise’s Comprehensive School on the Falls Road in
Belfast, who during the worst of Northern Ireland’s
violence, turned her institution into an extremely
successful educational establishment. Born into a
large family in County Offaly, she joined the
Daughters of Charity of St Vincent de Paul at the
age of 18, entering St Catherine’s seminary in
Blackrock just outside Dublin. The order gave her
the name Genevieve to replace her born name of
Mary, and sent her to Manchester University and
Sedgeley Park College of Education, where she was
trained as a teacher. In 1958 she began her work in
St Louise’s Comprehensive College and in 1963
became Principal when she began her quest to
provide local girls with the necessary discipline and
education to face the world with confidence in
order that they might find suitable employment.
Her task was made more difficult because many of
her pupils had family members and friends caught
up in the conflict. During Sister Genevieve’s 25 year
headship from 1963 to 1988, school numbers grew
to 2,400 with 80% staying on in the sixth form, and
many taking A-levels before going to university.
She also gained a reputation for giving those who
did not succeed academically the confidence to
enable them to obtain jobs throughout Northern
Ireland’s most influential institutions. She had loyal
friends and some staunch critics as she strove to
provide the girls of St Louise’s with a better start in
life. In the process she often faced very difficult
situations including dealing with politicians,
military commanders and paramilitary activists. She
continued her public work for education until a
stroke in l994 left her confined to a wheelchair.
Over a number of years she was a member of the
Northern Ireland Standing Commission on Human
Rights, the local Board of BBC Governors, the
Queen’s University Senate, and the Northern Ireland
Curriculum Council.
Mary Galway (1864-1928)
Trade Unionist
Born in Moira, she and her
family moved to Belfast.
Everyone in her household
was a linen worker. They
lived at 85 Leeson Street
and after the death of her
father Mary, her mother
and two sisters moved to
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Crocus Street off the Springfield Road. They were
listed as hemstitch machinists. The Galways were all
Catholics. Mary was appointed General Secretary of
the Irish Textile Operatives’ Union in 1897. She
spoke out forcefully on behalf of women textile
workers, who suffered atrocious working
conditions, and she contributed an article on the
linen industry to the Voice of Ireland, published by
the Irish Free State. She addressed rallies and
collected funds during the Belfast dockers’ and
carters’ strike. An active member of the executive of
the Belfast Trades Council, she was elected VicePresident of the Irish Trade Union Congress in 1910.
In 1911 she had a public rift with James Connolly,
whom she accused of poaching workers to his
union during the linen worker’s strike. In 1915 she
set up a Trade Board for outworkers, the most
exploited of the textile workers, and she was largely
instrumental in getting the first woman factory
inspector appointed in Ireland, having approached
in person the President of the Board of Trade in
London. She was fundamental in banning the
system of the half-timers, whereby children divided
their week between the factory and the school, and
in reducing the working week by seven hours to
forty-eight hours.
Nora Connolly
O’Brien (1893 -1981)
Political activist and
writer
Nora was the second
daughter of James and
Lillie Connolly. She was born in Edinburgh,
Scotland. Her father was a labour organiser and
political activist, working in Dublin and America
before moving in 1907 to Belfast, to work as
Secretary for the Transport Union. The family rented
a house at Glenalina Terrace, on the Falls Road (now
marked with a plaque to commemorate James
Connolly) and fourteen year old Nora got work
making blouses, her salary a welcome addition to
the large family. She quickly became involved in the
political life of Belfast, writing in her Portrait of a
Rebel Father that ‘life in Belfast was crammed full
with interests, Irish lessons, ceilidhte, concerts,
meetings, lectures.’ During the mill workers strike in
1911 Nora went to the protest meeting at Custom
House Square, where she found her father
introducing her as a speaker. She told the crowd of
the New York American Workers strike, and the fact
that women of all nationalities had come together
to support each other. By 1914 Nora and her sister
had become members of the Belfast Fianna and
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were founders of Belfast Cumann na mBan.
Although James Connolly moved to Dublin in 1914,
to replace Jim Larkin as the Transport Union
organiser, his family stayed in Belfast. Nora,
however, often travelled down to Dublin and she
became increasingly involved in the plans for the
1916 Rising. She travelled to America, to give a
secret message to the IRB leader John Devoy, an
important backer of the revolutionaries. On the eve
of the Rising she helped to smuggle Liam Mellowes
back to Ireland, after the authorities had deported
him to England. Her Cumann na mBan branch were
mobilised for the Rising, travelling to Tyrone with
the rest of the northern contingent. When
demobilisation orders arrived, Nora and her group
of women went to Dublin, to warn the leadership of
the disarray that had been caused by the
countermanding orders of Eoin MacNeill. Nora was
then entrusted with the revised plans of the
leadership, travelling back north to try to rally
support. The Connolly family left Belfast after the
failure of the Rising and the execution of James
Connolly. In 1918 Nora toured America, lecturing
on the Rising. She remained a Republican, taking
part in the War of Independence and undergoing
imprisonment during the Civil War. In 1922 she
married Seamus O’Brien. In her book We Shall Rise
Again she discusses the Easter Rising of 1916 and
her father’s role in it. She went to America as a
propagandist and in 1923 was Acting Paymaster
General in Ireland. She remained an active figure in
left wing political circles, not only in Ireland but also
in Europe. Between 1957 and 1969 she sat in the
Irish Senate, a nominee of the Taoiseach. In her later
years she became once again an outspoken
republican, supporting the Connolly Society
initiated by People’s Democracy in Andersonstown
in the mid 1970s and speaking at a Sinn Fein ard
fheis shortly before her death.
The Falls Road was renamed ‘Nora Connolly Road’ as
part of the celebrations of International Women’s
Day in March 2011.
Emma Groves
(1920 - 2007)
Campaigner
Emma Groves was a Belfast
mother of eleven children
who was blinded in both
eyes in 1971 after being
shot in the face by a rubber
bullet fired by a soldier
while she was standing at
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her living room window during British army
searches of neighbouring houses in west Belfast.
She campaigned for many years for the banning of
plastic bullets and, together with her friend Clara
Reilly, founded the United Campaign against Plastic
Bullets. This campaign brought together families
bereaved and injured by the use of rubber and
plastic bullets. They highlighted the lack of police
investigation and inadequacies of recourse to
justice through the courts. In addition to
addressing the European Parliament and travelling
as far as Moscow, Emma Groves brought families to
Scotland where the plastic bullets were made and
stood outside the factory to inform the workers of
the damage the weapons caused in Ireland. She
addressed the shareholders of the production
company in America which decided immediately to
discontinue their role in the production of plastic
bullets. Emma Groves was an inspirational figure,
often referred to as ‘West Belfast’s First Lady’. She
was also a much loved mother and granny, fondly
remembered as a woman who ‘was robbed of her
sight but not of her vision’.
Marie Moore
(1937-2009)
Sinn Fein activist
She was born in the
Clonard area of Belfast
and came from a
republican background.
Her former home in Cawnpore Street was where
IRA member Tom Williams was arrested. He was
later hanged and buried in Crumlin Road Prison for
killing a policeman in 1942. Marie Moore was
involved from the early days of the civil rights
movement, witnessing the burning of Bombay
Street in August 1969. When acting as a member of
a ‘hen’ patrol she was shot and wounded by a
British soldier and served a sentence in Armagh Jail.
She organised one of the first local Sinn Fein groups
in Belfast, in Clonard, and later sat on the Ard
Comhairle, the overall leadership of Sinn Fein.
Known for her work with women and republican
prisoners, she became secretary to Gerry Adams
when he won the West Belfast MP seat. She served
four terms on Belfast City Council, representing the
Lower Falls, beginning in 1993, eventually
becoming the first Sinn Fein deputy mayor in 1999.
In 2000 Marie deputised for the Lord Mayor when
she opened the International Women’s Day
Millennium celebrations in the Ulster Hall.
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Mairead Farrell
(1957-1988)
IRA Volunteer
Mairead Farrell was a
member of the IRA, killed
by SAS soldiers while on an
IRA mission in Gibraltar. She
was educated at Rathmore
Grammar School and left
aged 18 to work in an
insurance broker’s office. She soon joined the
Republican movement and was arrested in April
1976 while attempting to plant a bomb at the
Conway Hotel, Dunmurry, receiving a prison
sentence of 14 years. She was O/C of the Armagh
women prisoners and to the fore in the ‘dirty
protest’ in 1980, when prisoners rebelled against
the ending of Special Category Status. On 1
December Mairead Farrell, along with Mary Doyle
and Mairead Nugent, began a hunger strike in
Armagh prison to coincide with the one already
taking place in Long Kesh. It ended on 19
December, a day after the men’s strike. She was one
of the H-Block/Armagh prisoners to stand for
election in the Republic of Ireland in the 1981
General Election, standing in Cork North Central
and polling 2,751 votes (6.05%). Upon her release
from prison in October 1986, she enrolled at
Queen’s University, Belfast for a course in Political
Science and Economics, although she dropped out
to play a larger role in the IRA’s armed campaign.
The IRA sent her with Sean Savage and Daniel
McCann to the British territory of Gibraltar to plant
a bomb in the town area. The target was the band
and guard of the First Battalion of the Royal Anglian
Regiment. Although witnesses stated that they
were unarmed and attempting to surrender, all
three were shot dead on 6 March 1988. In 2008 Sinn
Féin asked to hold an International Women’s Day
event in the Long Gallery at Stormont to
commemorate Mairead Farrell. The Assembly
Commission which runs the Stormont estate ruled
that it could not go ahead. The families of the three
shot visited Gibraltar in March 2008 to lay wreaths.
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Miriam Daly (1928-1980)
Academic and Irish
republican
Miriam was born in the
Curragh Camp in Kildare
where her father Daniel
McDonnell, a Colonel in the
Irish Army, was stationed.
Her mother, Anne
Cummins, was from a
nearby farming family. Her father, who came from
the Dublin working class and held strong labour
views, had been on active service with Michael
Collins in the Irish War of Independence. Miriam
graduated in economics and history from
University College Dublin in 1948 and became
lecturer in the Department of History at UCD, later
moving to teach in England. In 1968 she and her
husband James Daly returned to Ireland, both
taking up posts in Queen’s University. Miriam was a
lecturer in social and economic history. Miriam
joined the committee of the Northern Ireland Civil
Rights Association in 1971. She taught history to
internees in Long Kesh and became increasingly
involved in republican politics. She was prominent
in the Irish Republican Socialist Party and in
campaigns on behalf of Irish prisoners. She was
shot dead by loyalists at her home in
Andersonstown, West Belfast, in June 1980.
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SOUTH BELFAST
Donegall Road
Wall Mural
A mural of singer Ruby Murray is situated at the
corner of Maldon Street and the top end of Donegall
Road, near the Broadway Roundabout. It is composed
of a mosaic made up of children’s faces.

Ruby Murray
(1935-1996)
Singer
Ruby Florence Murray was
born in Moltke Street and
lived in Benburb Street, off
Tates Avenue, in the Village
area of Belfast. Her unique
throaty voice was a
consequence of a throat
operation while she was a child. She toured
throughout Ulster as a child singer in various variety
shows, and, after being spotted by producer Richard
Afton, made her television debut at the age of
twelve. However, because of her age she had to
return to school in Belfast until she was fourteen. In
1954 she travelled to London in comedian Tommy
Morgan’s touring revue, Mrs. Mulligan’s Hotel, and
was again seen by Afton, who offered her a position
as resident singer on BBC Television’s Quite Contrary.
Ruby was signed to UK Columbia and her first
release, ‘Heartbeat’, made the UK Top 5 in 1954. This
was followed by ‘Softly, Softly’, which reached
number 1 in 1955. In the early part of 1955 she had
five singles in the Top 20 at the same time, an
achievement that has never been surpassed. Her film
appearances included the comedy, A Touch Of The
Sun, with Frankie Howerd and Dennis Price. In the
mid-50s Ruby had her own television show, starred
at the London Palladium in Painting The Town with
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Norman Wisdom, appeared in a Royal Command
Performance, and toured the USA, Malta and North
Africa. In 1957, while appearing in a summer season
at Blackpool, she met Bernie Burgess, a member of
the vocal group the Jones Boys. They married in
secret 10 days later. Burgess became her personal
manager and, during the early 60s, they toured as a
double act. In 1970 Ruby had some success with
‘Change Your Mind’, and she released an album with
the same title. In 1989 Ruby Murray’s EMI Years
included other songs regularly featured in her act
such as ‘Mr. Wonderful’, ‘Scarlet Ribbons’ and ‘It’s The
Irish In Me’. Ruby did not lose touch with her roots. In
1990 she attended the opening of Windsor Women’s
Centre, close to her childhood home in the Village
area of Belfast. In the 90’s, based in Torquay, Devon,
with her second husband, impresario Ray Lamar, she
was still performing in cabaret and in nostalgia
shows with other stars of the 50’s right up to her
death in 1996. A play by Marie Jones, about Ruby’s
life, Ruby, opened at the Group Theatre in Belfast in
April 2000. A commemoration plaque for Ruby is in
the entrance of the Ulster Hall.
The Lisburn Road was renamed ‘Ruby Murray Road’
as part of the celebrations of International Women’s
Day in March 2011.
Windsor
Women’s Centre
Situated at 136144 Broadway, off
Donegall Road.
Established in
1990, this is the
only Women’s
Centre in South
Belfast. It is
located in the Village area of south-west Belfast – a
largely loyalist community of traditional mill houses
that have outlasted the linen mills that they were
built to serve. It is an area that experiences high rates
of unemployment; a changing ethnic mix and still
suffers from the impact of the Troubles. The centre is
an important community resource in the Village area,
providing education, training, childcare, advice and
enabling women to develop confidence in their
abilities. The local women worked with architects to
help design a building that has provision for babies
and childcare, as well as training rooms and meeting
rooms for pensioners. The centre is hung with crafts
and art work that depict women’s lives. They were
proud to have Ruby Murray attend the official
opening. It was highly publicized when it was visited

by Mary Robinson, on her first visit to the north after
becoming President of Ireland. The centre’s work
challenges decades of poverty while also providing
women with a voice within their community. Those
who work in it are also actively involved with many
other women’s groups across Northern Ireland.

University Road/University Street
Equality House
Situated at 7-9 Shaftesbury Square, at the top end of
Dublin Road, Equality House is the home of the
Equality Commission for Northern Ireland, an
independent public body established under the
Northern Ireland Act 1998. Its Mission is to advance
equality, promote equality of opportunity, encourage
good relations and challenge discrimination
through promotion, advice and enforcement. The
Commission is responsible for promoting awareness
of and enforcing anti-discrimination law on the
following grounds: age, disability, race, sex (including
marital and civil partner status, gender reassignment,
pregnancy and maternity), sexual orientation,
religious belief and political opinion. The oﬃces of
the Children’s Commissioner and the Commissioner
for Older People are also housed within Equality
House. Telephone: 028 9050 0600
‘Winged Men’
At Shaftesbury Square, just before the start of
University Road, is the Ulster Bank, with two figures
on the side, ‘Winged Men’, by the English sculptor
Elizabeth Frink (1930-1993). Although she made
many drawings and prints, she is best known for
her bronze outdoor sculpture. In August 1993 she
was one of five women of achievement selected by
British stamps.
Suffragettes
A flat in 113 University Street was home to two
activists in the Women’s Social and Political Union.
Mary Larmour, from Scotland, and Florence
McFarlane, born in Edinburgh, who used the alias
Madge Muir, were paid organizers sent from
England to help with the WSPU campaign of
militancy in Ulster. On 8 April 1914 the flat was
raided by the police, who found explosives and a
revolver. In court the women protested that
suffragettes were being prosecuted while the Ulster
Unionists, although running guns into Ulster, were
allowed to go free. On 12 April, having been on
hunger and thirst strike since their arrest, the
women were released, to be arrested again at a
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later date. More recently, the Family Planning
Association had their offices in the building.

WRDA
The Women’s Resource and Development Agency is
located at 6 Mount Charles, between University
Road and Botanic Avenue. The Agency was
established in 1983 and works with women’s
groups from all traditions in the most severely
disadvantaged communities, urban and rural,
throughout Northern Ireland. WRDA works from the
grass roots to the highest levels of policymaking
and politics, providing advocacy and lobbying
support. It is a membership organisation with over
400 members, comprised of women’s groups,
organisations, and individual members.
Margaret Byers
(1832-1912)
Educational reformer
Born in Rathfriland, Co
Down, in 1832, Margaret
Morrow was educated at a
ladies’ college in
Nottingham. In 1852, she
married the Rev John Byers, an Ulsterman educated
in Glasgow and Princeton and together they
travelled to Shanghai on missionary work. Within a
year, John Byers fell ill and died on the return
voyage to New York, leaving his widow with a new
baby. On her return to Ireland in 1854, Margaret
Byers taught at a school in Cookstown. Moving to
Belfast in 1859, she established a ladies’ college at
13 Wellington Place, where the architect Charles
Lanyon was a neighbour. During this period, most
of Belfast’s commercial, professional and industrial
middle class, from whom she would draw her
pupils, lived in the town centre.
With pupil numbers rising from 35 in 1859, to more
than 60 in a few years, the Ladies’ Collegiate
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occupied increasingly large premises at Howard
Street and Pakenham Place off the Dublin Road.
Then, in 1874, the Collegiate moved entirely into
new premises, designed by architects Young and
Mackenzie. The new building, at the junction of
University Road and Lower Crescent, which is now
the Crescent Arts Centre, also housed a separate
collegiate department from 1881, providing third
level education at a time when Irish universities still
resisted full access for women. In 1887, the year of
Queen Victoria’s Royal Jubilee, the school was
renamed Victoria College and School. In 1908
Margaret Byers was elected to the Senate of the
Queen’s University Belfast, in recognition of her
campaigning work for women’s right to university
education. She was an active temperance
campaigner and, in 1895, was appointed President
of the Belfast Women’s Temperance Association.
She was also instrumental in the establishment of
‘industrial schools’ for impoverished girls in Belfast
and the north. Margaret Byers died in February
1912, but is remembered as a larger than life figure
by past pupils like writer Helen Waddell and
sculptor Anne Acheson. She is buried in the City
Cemetery on the Falls Road.
Her son John was a doctor, working first in what
would become the Royal Victoria Hospital, then
moving to the Belfast Maternity Hospital. He also
held the chair of Midwifery at Queen’s University.
He lived at Dreenagh House, Lower Crescent.
Isabella Tod (1836-1896)
Suffragist and Unionist
campaigner
Isabella Tod was born on 18
May 1836, in Edinburgh. Her
father James was a Scottish
merchant and her mother,
Maria Isabella Waddell, was
from Co. Monaghan. The
family came to live in Belfast
in the 1860s. Tod was proud of her Scottish
background, and often referred to the fact that one of
her ancestors signed the Solemn League and
Covenant at Hollywood, Co. Down, in 1646. Her
attachment to the Presbyterian faith was strong and
her religious beliefs were to influence her political
activism. Isabella Tod was largely self-educated and
had no formal education. Her interest in the affairs of
women was apparently fostered by her mother
whose encouragement led her to engage in private
study. Her initial means of raising the status of
women (and making herself an income) was through
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writing, and in the 1860s and the 1870s she
contributed pieces anonymously to the Dublin
University Magazine, the Banner of Ulster and the
Northern Whig. She was a leading advocate of
extending to middle-class women the education that
would qualify them for proper employment. In 1874,
she published a paper entitled On advanced
education for girls in the upper and middle classes,
calling for practical education along the lines of the
Belfast Ladies’ Institute. She was Secretary of the
Institute, which campaigned to allow Irish women
access to University education. In 1878 she organised
a delegation to London to put pressure on the
Government to include girls in the Intermediate
Education Act. She was the main influence behind
the establishment of the Ulster Head
Schoolmistresses Association, formed in 1880. She
was involved in the campaign to amend the laws
governing married women’s property and she also
served on the executive of the Married Women’s
Property Committee, which was based in London.
Through her activities on this Committee, she came
to know reformers, such as Frances Power Cobbe,
Lydia Becker, Elizabeth Wolstenholme and Josephine
Butler. In 1874 she and Margaret Byers formed the
Belfast Women’s Temperance Association (BWTA). By
1875 the BWTA had opened three temperance food
houses in the city, one of which offered ‘nutritious
dinners to girls engaged in factories’ and it expanded
from supporting temperance to starting schemes for
social reform, establishing a Prison Gate Mission, and
homes for alcoholic and destitute women. It began
classes in cookery and hygiene, and attempted to
raise the moral and social standards of the homes of
the poor. By 1889 it claimed to have forty branches
around the country. In 1894 all these branches
merged to form a single organisation, the Irish
Women’s Temperance Union. Isabella Tod also called
for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts. Under
these Acts, prostitutes were forced to undergo
medical examination for venereal disease and she
considered this an infringement of women’s civil
liberties. She was elected secretary of the Belfast
branch of the Ladies’ National Association. In 1884
she was presented with a testimonial of £1,000
contributed mainly by her ‘English fellow workers in
various philanthropies’. In November 1886 she was
presented with a full length portrait as a token of
appreciation for her work in Ireland. Another
testimonial, some years later, consisted of an album,
which contained 120 signatories, many from the front
rank of the Unionist Party.
Isabella Tod was also an active suffrage campaigner,
establishing the Northern Ireland Society of

Women’s Suffrage Society (NISWS) in 1871, which
was linked to the London Women’s Suffrage Society.
She remained secretary of the NISWS until the
1890s. The women of Belfast were granted the
franchise in 1887; the women of the rest of Ireland
had to wait until 1898. As a unionist, she opposed
the Irish Home Rule Bills and this lost her some
friends in the suffrage movement. She organised a
Liberal Women’s Unionist Association in Belfast and
spoke on platforms in Devon, Cornwall, and London.
Her last public appearance, just before her death,
was at a meeting about distressed Armenians. She
lived in Claremont Street off University Road for
some of her life, and died at her home in Belfast
(possibly situated on Botanic Avenue) on 8
December 1896.
Gretta Bowen (1880-1981)
Artist
She began painting at 70 and lived in Magdala
Street, off University Street. Painting from
imagination and directly onto canvas, her works
can be found in the collections at the Ulster
Museum, Queen’s University and the Arts Council of
Northern Ireland.

Queen’s University
Mary A Hutton (1862-1953)
Academic
Mary Hutton was born in Manchester, and was
educated at University College, London. When she
was forty-nine she became a convert to Roman
Catholicism. She was a Celtic scholar and in 1909 was
the Margaret Stokes Memorial Lecturer and a
member of the Senate of Queen’s University, Belfast.
Among her publications are an edition of Tain Bo
Cuailgne, which she spent ten years translating into
English. To this she attached appendices which
explained place-names, the names of people, tribes
and animals and Gaelic terms.
Maude Violet Clarke (1892-1935)
Historian
Born in Belfast, she grew up in Carnmoney and
received a 1st Class honours degree in History from
Queen’s University. She went to Oxford in 1913,
repeating an undergraduate degree in two years,
then staying on to write a thesis on Irish Medieval
History. In 1916 she returned to Queen’s as a
deputy professor in history. In 1919 she returned to
Oxford to take an academic post as history tutor.
Maude died in Carnmoney.
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Clara Ewald
(1859-1948)
Artist
Clara Ewald was born
in Dusseldorf,
Germany, in 1859.
After the death of her husband, an art historian, in
1909, she moved with her son Peter (b.1888) to the
village of Holzhausen, an artists’ colony on the
Ammersee, a lake near Munich. It was there in 1911
that her best-known portrait, of the English poet
Rupert Brooke was painted. It now hangs in the
National Portrait Gallery, London. The broadbrimmed hat that is such a feature of the picture
actually belonged to her son Peter. The Ewald
dwelling in Holzhausen still exists, largely
unaltered. In October 1938 the Ewalds emigrated to
Cambridge, where Peter had obtained a post in the
university. Clara’s best-known portrait from
Cambridge days is of Paul Dirak, the discoverer of
anti-matter (Nobel Prize for Physics, 1933). Peter
later took up a position at Queen’s University,
Belfast, and Clara moved to Belfast with him. She
died, at 55 Rugby Road, close to University Street,
on 15th January 1948. A Blue Plaque marks her life
in the house.
Eileen Hickey (1886-1960)
Doctor and politician
Eileen Hickey studied medicine at Queen’s
University Belfast. She became a hospital
administrator at the Mater Hospital, eventually
joining the board of governors. She became the
first Clinical Examiner in Medicine at Queen’s and
later the first female President of the Ulster Medical
Society. She began to become involved in political
administration in the 1930’s, where she sat on a
number of government committees, both north
and south. In 1949 she was elected to Stormont for
Queen’s University. She sat as an independent and
held the seat until she stepped down in 1958.
Margaret McLean Pelan (1908-1978)
Academic
Margaret Pelan completed a doctoral thesis in 1937
and was appointed Lecturer in Mediaeval French at
Queen’s University, Belfast, in the following year.
She became professor of the department in 1966.
Her publications include several editions of Floire et
Blancheflor and, with Professor Arnold, La Partie
Arthurienne du Roman de Brut (1962).

Elspeth Mary Davie (1919-1995)
Writer
Elspeth Davie was born in Kilmarnock, Ayrshire,
Scotland, the daughter of a Scottish minister and
Canadian mother. She attended Edinburgh
University and Art College but did not take a full
degree, but qualified as a teacher and taught art in
both Scotland and Northern Ireland. She lived in
Belfast with her husband, philosopher George Elder
Davie, who taught at Queen’s University from 1945
to 1969. Elspeth Davie began her professional
writing career by publishing stories in literary
journals such as the Transatlantic Review and
London Magazine. She was honored in 1978 with
the Katherine Mansfield Prize for her short story
“The High Tide Talker.”

Stranmillis Road
Mary O’Malley
(1918 – 2006)
Mary O’ Malley
was the founder
of the Belfast Lyric
Players Theatre in
Belfast. She was
born Mary Hickey
in Mallow, Co Cork in 1918. Her father died before
her birth. One of two children, she shared a lifelong
love of theatre with her older brother Gerard, who
himself would go on to become a successful set
designer. At the age of 13 she had already written
and directed her own play, The Lost Princess, and
when she moved to live in Dublin she became part
of its cultural and social life. In 1947 she married
Pearse O’Malley, a doctor, and they moved to
Belfast, which was a much bleaker place than
Dublin. However, their home in Ulsterville Avenue
soon began to attract those interested in theatre
and before long Mary began staging plays in her
own home. Her first son, Donal, was born in 1949
but she became politically active in the Belfast of
the late 1950s and early 1960s, becoming a Labour
councillor for a time and increasingly involved in
the cultural life of the north. After they moved to
Derryvolgie Avenue their larger house saw the
formation of the Lyric Players Theatre, a group of
actors, directors and designers who were interested
in producing high quality theatre. Finally, in 1968 a
permanent theatre was opened with the Lyric
Theatre in Ridgeway Street, which has launched the
careers of many of Northern Ireland’s leading
writers such as Martin Lynch, Graham Reid, and
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Marie Jones, and actors Louis Rolston, Adrian
Dunbar and Liam Neeson, who said of her ‘Her love
and pride in the Lyric Theatre was infectious and
she became a sort of mother to us all in Ridgeway
Street.’ Mary O’Malley’s legacy lives on through the
newly opened Lyric Theatre, now renowned as the
premier theatrical venue in Ireland.

Malone Road
Wilhemina Geddes (18871955)
Stained Glass Artist
A plaque marks the house
in Marlborough Park South
where Wilhelmina Geddes
lived when she was
attending the Belfast
School of Art between 1903
– 1911. Although, when she
died in London in 1955, she was described as ‘the
greatest stained glass artist of our time’, her striking
graphics, embroidered designs and windows are
still little known in the city in which she grew
up. The Irish Times observed, ‘In Miss Geddes’
drawing there is great emotion. One can feel the
tragedy in some of her figures... Her glass is quite
unlike that of most other stained glass workers; the
religion which it reflects is the religion of power and
fighting, not the religion of peace and restfulness’.
Two of her four fine windows in Rosemary Street
Presbyterian Church were destroyed during World
War Two. The two that survived have been
mounted back-to-front, artificially lit, in Church
House, and her Children of Lir window (1929)
commissioned for Belfast’s new Municipal Museum
on Stranmillis Road in 1929 is in storage along with
her little Picasso-esque Rhoda panel. The Townsend
Street Presbyterian Church also has some of her
stained glass windows.
Lady Edith Stewart Dixon (? -1964)
Benefactor
Lady Dixon was first Mayoress of Larne. She and her
husband, Sir Thomas Dixon, Lieutenant of Belfast,
(d.1950) were deeply involved with charitable work.
They founded the Sir Thomas and Lady Dixon
Convalescent Hospital, gave four acres of land to
Larne, now known as Dixon Park, and money was
donated for a new church hall at Drains Bay.
Another gift was the Dixon Nurses’ Home of the
Benn Hospital in Belfast. Sir Thomas left a legacy to

found a scholarship in Larne Grammar School, and
Lady Dixon presented money to Queen’s University
for bursaries. After Sir Thomas died his widow left
Wilmont House and estate to the people of Belfast
and dedicated it to the memory of her husband. In
1959 it was presented to Belfast Corporation “for
the greatest good of the citizens of the City of
Belfast”. The Sir Thomas and Lady Dixon Park is
situated on the Upper Malone Road and is noted for
the City of Belfast International Rose Garden,
containing over 20,000 blooms in the summer.

River Lagan
The Lagan Canal was opened in 1794, opening up
central parts of Ulster for development, and through
the growth of commercial trade, helping the rapid
expansion of Belfast. There were 27 locks on the
canal, with only 18 lock keepers to look after them.
Some had as many as three locks to look after. One
of the locks, situated at Stranmillis, was overseen by
William Ward. It was known as Molly Ward’s, after the
tavern his wife Molly ran which was beside the lock.
It was in this tavern that the United Irishmen used to
meet and smuggle arms and gunpowder for
distribution to their sympathisers. Molly Ward’s
tavern and its visitors came under the suspicion of
the authorities who launched a raiding party under
the command of Major Fox. The Wards got wind of
the raid and got rid of most of the incriminating
evidence with pikes, guns and literature being
dumped in the river. Only one barrel of gunpowder
was overlooked and when the soldiers began their
search Molly threw a cloth over it and set her
mother-in-law on it to nurse her child. As the
powder keg was placed beside the ﬁre, this was a
hazardous thing to do. The only weapon found was
William’s legally held musket kept for the protection
of the weir bridge. However suspicion seemed to be
enough and the Wards lost their license as a house
of entertainment and never regained it. The tavern
no longer exists but there is a restored lockkeeper’s
cottage further up the Lagan, at Newforge.

Lisburn Road
Balmoral Cemetery, Stockman’s Lane off Lisburn
Road.
Once a private Presbyterian enterprise, the
cemetery is now looked after by Belfast City
Council. Isabella Tod is buried here.
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Women’s Information Northern Ireland
Situated at 86 Lisburn Road, WINI was previously
the Women’s Information Group. It provides
education and training and organizes monthly
‘information days’ at different locations, enabling an
exchange of information between statutory and
voluntary agencies and local communities. The
information days enable women from different
religious and cultural backgrounds to meet each
other in a relaxed and informal way.
Alice Milligan
(1866 – 1953)
Irish language activist and
writer
Alice was one of thirteen
children, born outside
Omagh to Seaton Milligan
and Charlotte Burns, a
middle class Protestant
and Unionist family. In the 1870s the family
moved to Belfast where her father managed the
department store the Bank Buildings (now
Primark). They lived at the bottom end of the
Lisburn Road, 1 Royal Terrace, opposite the
Workhouse. Alice and her siblings were educated
at Methodist College, situated opposite Queen’s
University at the bottom of the Malone Road.
They later moved to the Antrim Road. Alice then
studied at King’s College, London, before
returning to Ireland to train as a teacher in Dublin,
teaching Latin in schools in Belfast and Derry. In
1891 she found herself profoundly affected by the
death of Charles Stewart Parnell and had a
conversion to the cause of Irish nationalism,
despite her family background. From then on she
played an important part in the social, cultural
and political life in Ireland. She promoted the
Irish language as a member of the Gaelic League
(the number of Irish language speakers in Belfast
rose from 900 to almost 4,000 within ten years)
and became a prominent figure in cultural
politics, organizing ‘tableaux vivants’ as living
pictures illustrating historical themes, founded
three branches of the Irish Women’s Association
and started to publish short stories and articles in
Irish newspapers. She and her friend Anna
Johnston (who wrote as ‘Ethna Carbery’) edited
two journals – the Northern Patriot and the Shan
Van Vocht, the latter carried the first writings of
James Connolly. Alice was a friend of key figures
in the movement like Connolly, WB Yeats, Roger
Casement and Maud Gonne. She helped to
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organise the 1898 centenary commemorations of
the 1798 rebellion, founding the Irish Women’s
Centenary Union. She supported the 1916
Rising, attended the trial of Sir Roger Casement
and supported Winifred Carney in her 1918
election bid. In the 1930s she helped to found the
Anti-Partition League while continuing to publish
poems and to give lectures on the
marginalization of the Irish language in Northern
Ireland. She was also a full-time carer for her
brother and his family. She was awarded an
Honorary Doctorate by President de Valera in
1941.She remained active all her life, in later years
writing radio scripts and fund raising for Indian
famine relief. She died in County Tyrone, a few
miles from where she was born.
Dr Elizabeth Bell
(1869–1934)
Doctor and Suffragette
Elizabeth Gould Bell was
born in Newry, Co. Down,
and was the daughter of
Joseph Bell (clerk of the
Newry Union). She had a
brother and one sister who
also qualified in medicine.
Her sister Margaret moved to Manchester where
she was one of the first female GPs. Elizabeth
graduated MB, BCh, BAO, RUI from Queen’s College
in 1893. She published details of “A Curious
Condition of Placenta and Membranes” in the
annual report of the Northern Ireland branch of the
British Medical Association for 1895-96. In the
medical register of 1910 she was living at 83 Great
Victoria Street, at that time a fashionable place to
live. She married Dr Hugh Fisher but was soon a
widow. She had one son, who died in France during
the First World War. For many years she practised in
Belfast, where her patients were mostly women and
young children. Dr Bell was Honorary Physician to
the Maternity and Baby Home in Malone Place,
located at the bottom of the Lisburn Road/top of
Sandy Row and medical officer to the Belfast
Corporation’s ‘Baby Club’. In 1911 she and her
friend Margaret Robinson took part in WSPU
activities in London and were arrested for throwing
stones at department stores. In Belfast she was a
member of the Irish Women’s Suffrage Society and
a member of the Women’s Social and Political Union
and acted as doctor for the suffragette prisoners in
Crumlin Road Jail. She had strong unionist
sympathies and during the First World War worked
in Malta for the war effort. She was noted for her
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‘striking personality and intellect’. In 1925 until her
death she lived at 4 College Gardens, now the site
of what was the Queen’s University Common Room.
One of her obituary notices described her as a
‘pioneer of the feminist movement in Ireland’. She
died in Belfast on 9 July 1934.
Elizabeth A.M. McCracken (1876 - 1944)
Suffragist and writer
Elizabeth McCracken was one of Ulster’s leading
suffragettes. She was a member of the Irish
Women’s Suffrage Society and later joined the
Women’s Social and Political Union. She was a
feminist writer, writing under the name L A M
Priestly McCracken. The best known of her
publications is The Feminine in Fiction, a pioneering
study of how women were depicted in a number of
well known books, including works by George Eliot,
George Moore and Olive Schreiner. This was
published in 1918, the year women over 30 won the
vote and in her introduction she wrote ‘In this
memorable year we hail the coming of an entirely
new order of heroine, the politically free woman
whose progression and influence in the realm of
fiction it will be of the greatest interest to watch.’
Her husband, George McCracken, was a solicitor
who defended the suffragettes when they came to
court. He and the husband of Margaret McCoubrey
were members of the Men’s Political Union. The
McCrackens lived at 1 Dunluce Avenue.
Alice Berger Hammerschlag (1917-1969)
Artist
Number 54 Ulsterville Avenue was once the home
of three significant Belfast imports.
Frederick Lawrence Green lived here from 1936 to
1951, and it is presumably where he wrote his
novels (including Odd Man Out, Mist On The Waters
and Give Us The World). Green’s last novel (Ambush
For The Hunter) is dedicated to “Heinz & Alice”.
One of the other flats was home to Alice Berger
Hammerschlag and her husband Heinz
Hammerschlag. Both Alice and Heinz had fled
mainland Europe in the late 1930s to escape the
Nazis. They met in Belfast and married in 1947.
Alice, an abstract painter, was closely associated
with the Lyric Theatre; she managed its New
Gallery and designed stage sets. Her work was
widely exhibited during her life and is held
in collections at the Arts Council of Northern
Ireland, the Ulster Museum, the Hugh Lane Gallery
in Dublin and the Austrian Gallery in Vienna. Alice

died aged 52 in 1969. At the opening of her
memorial exhibition it was said that she was of
“inestimable value to the progress of art in
Northern Ireland”. Her studio was at 54 Ulsterville
Avenue. Heinz died in 1998 aged 92.

Ormeau Road
At Donegall Pass, just off Ormeau Road is 62 Apsley
Place, where a plaque records that Mary Ann
McCracken lived there.
The Gasworks Business Park on the Ormeau Road is
one of Belfast’s most famous landmarks. The park’s
distinctive funnel and clock tower mark the site
where the city’s gas-making industry began
production in the 19th century. Susan Crowther, a
Chartered Architect, was responsible for designing
the Gasworks Railings when the business park was
developed following the decommissioning of the
gasworks.
The Ulster Magdalene Asylum for ‘fallen women’,
run by the Church of Ireland, was based in Donegall
Pass. The Catholic Church at the Good Shepherd
Convent at the top of the Ormeau Road had a
Magdalene laundry where young women, not just
unmarried mothers, were sent by families.
Ormeau Park was Belfast’s first public park, opened
in 1871. Members of the Irish Women’s Suffrage
Society held open air meetings in the park in the
years 1911-13.
Margaret McCoubrey (1880-1955)
Suffragette and Labour Activist
Margaret McCoubrey was born in Eldersley, near
Glasgow. At the age of twelve she began working
for a men’s outfitters shop in Glasgow, though she
continued her education at night school. In 1896
she qualified as a junior shorthand typist, and three
years later became secretary to the managing
director of the first private telephone service in
Scotland. She taught in the Skerries Business
Training College, of which she became deputy head
mistress at the age of twenty-four. She married and
came to live in Belfast in 1905. Her husband was a
trade unionist and they lived in 16 Candahar Street,
off the Ormeau Road. She joined the Suffragette
Movement in 1910, and was an active militant, a
friend of Hanna Sheehy Skeffington and a member
of the Irish Women’s Suffrage Society and the
Pankhurst’s Women’s Social and Political Union. She
spoke at open air meetings at Carlisle Circus, the
gates of Methody College, Ormeau Park and the
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corner of Agnes Street and Crumlin Road. In 1914,
after the WSPU left Ulster, she tried to set up a
branch of the Irish Women’s Franchise League, but
by 1915 this had petered out. At the outbreak of
the First World War she joined the peace
movement, and gave refuge to conscientious
objectors. She became general secretary of the CoOperative Guild, and from 1910 to 1916 was elected
onto its board of management. During this period
she sat on all the sub-committees in turn, and she
taught economics and the history of the CoOperative Society in the educational department. In
the 1920s she took a one-year course in economics
at Manchester University. She contributed articles
to many periodicals, including the Wheat Sheaf and
she had a weekly column in the Co-Op News. A
history of the Co-Op movement by her was
unfinished at the time of her death. She was an
active member of the Independent Labour Party,
and in 1920 was elected Labour councillor for Dock
ward. In 1933 she went to live in Carnlough, County
Antrim, where she ran Drumalla House as a nonprofit making base for members of the Belfast Girl’s
Club Union to come on holiday
Joyce McCartan (1929 – 1996)
Community Activist and Peace
Campaigner
Joyce McCartan was born into a
Protestant family, the
Buchanans, in Banbridge, the
only daughter of four children
whose mother died when she
was seven years old. She left
school at 14 to work at a clothmaker’s in the nearby
village of Seaforde. At 16 she moved to work in
Belfast and later married Seamus, a Catholic, setting
up home in Bagot Street, adjacent to McClure
Street, off the Ormeau Road. In later years she
moved round the corner onto the main Ormeau
Road. She had eight children and became very
involved in community activism. She took part in a
women’s protest when the Thatcher government
removed milk provision from schools – she and
Lynda Edgerton (Walker) marched a cow to City
Hall where they then addressed the Belfast City
Council Education Committee. Joyce described
herself as a ‘family feminist’ and was a founder
member of the Women’s Information Group, where
working class women from all community areas
continue to meet monthly to share information and
experiences. She set up the Lamplighter Drop-In
Centre and fish and chip shop, where people were
encouraged to drop in and which provided

Belfast Women’s History Tour

employment to local people and a youth training
operation, Mornington Enterprises, which provides
local teenagers with training opportunities. The
small community of Lower Ormeau was badly
affected by the violence of the conflict and Joyce
lost 17 members of her wider family, including in
May 1987, her youngest son, Gary, who was
murdered in the family home by Loyalist
paramilitaries. Joyce achieved fame worldwide
when she shared a cup of tea along with First Lady
Hilary Clinton, in November 1995, when President
Bill Clinton became the first American President to
visit Northern Ireland. Hilary Clinton dropped into
the Lamplighter Café for tea, meeting Catholic and
Protestant women involved in community work.
The teapot was given to her as a symbol of the work
done by women to achieve peace in Northern
Ireland. Shortly after the visit, Joyce died, aged 67.
A year later, Hillary Clinton delivered the inaugural
Joyce McCartan lecture at the University of Ulster
and showed the teapot. She said ‘Joyce`s
commitment and energy were an inspiration to me.
The time I spent with her in Belfast will live on with
me as a very special memory. In fact she gave me
an old battered aluminium teapot - which kept the
tea very warm, which is what I first noticed about it
- that I took with me to the White House where I
used it every single day in the second floor private
kitchen of the White House’. The tea pot is on
display in the Clinton Library. Joyce received
numerous distinctions such as being named Irish
Pensioner of the Year in 1991; the award of the MBE
in 1992; and an honorary doctorate from Queen’s
University, Belfast in 1995. Wanting to achieve
more, she joined a GCSE Politics class in Belfast Tech
in 1995, not long before her death.

EAST BELFAST
East Belfast has traditionally been associated with
the shipyards, and in particular Harland and Wolff,
formed in 1861, with its big cranes dominating the
Belfast skyline. Belfast is of course also famous for
having built the Titanic. While Belfast women were
not directly involved in this work, many of the
female passengers in the doomed liner
demonstrated great courage. Walter Lord, in A Night
to Remember (Penguin Books, 1956) recounted the
stories of 63 Titanic survivors in his dramatic
account of the ocean liner’s sinking during her
maiden voyage. Seaman Jones remembered, ‘There
was a woman in my boat....when I saw the way she
was carrying herself and heard the quiet
determined way she spoke to others, I knew she
was more of a man than any we had on board.” We
are also told that in lifeboat 6, ‘the irrepressible Mrs
Brown organised the women, two to an oar. One
held the oar in place, whilst the second did the
pulling. In this way Mrs Brown, Mrs Meyer, Mrs
Candee and others propelled the boat some three
or four miles, in a hopeless effort to overtake the
light that twinkled on the horizon most of the
night’ (pp.146-7).

Connswater, in East Belfast was home to the Belfast
Ropeworks, the largest composite cordage factory
in the world. At its peak, the forty acre factory could
produce 350 tons of rope, cord and twine every
week and 3,600 workers were employed in the
factory, many of whom were women.
Mary Kirkpatrick (1862-1943)
Nurse
She was born in Belfast, daughter of George Magee,
poulterer, and his wife. She married Hugh
Kirkpatrick, butcher, on 19 October 1881 at
Ballymacarrett, Belfast. They arrived in Sydney as
migrants in the Cambodia on 4 April 1884 with an
infant son David. A second son George was born at
Armidale in June 1889. Mary and Hugh soon
separated, and she moved with her children to
Kempsey on the Macleay River. In 1902-03 she
trained in midwifery in Sydney at the Home
Training School and Lying-in Hospital, Newtown.
Mary Kirkpatrick established the first maternity
hospital at Kempsey in 1905 and sometime before
1910 managed another institution called The
Poplars. She opened a private maternity
hospital,Hollywood, at West Kempsey in 1913 and
two years later established her last hospital, Down,
named after her birthplace, County Down. She
began a tradition of skilled and careful midwifery
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practice and impeccable hospital care that
continued throughout her career in Australia.
Ellen Gordon (1886/7?-1960)
Trade Unionist
Ellen ‘Nellie’ Gordon was born in
Belfast, the only daughter of
relatively ‘comfortable’ parents.
She had one brother. As a young
girl she started work in the
Belfast textile mills as a ‘half
timer’. She recalled the 1907
dockers’ and carters’ strike and
Larkin’s speeches in the city. She continued to work
in the mills until her last job as a doffing mistress in
the Owen O’Cork spinning mill on the Beersbridge
Road in east Belfast. She met James Connolly in the
Irish Transport and General Workers Union offices in
July 1912 and by August had agreed to work for the
Irish Textile Workers Union. Ellen Gordon
represented the Belfast branch of the Irish Women
Workers’ Union at the Irish Trades Union Congress in
Cork (1913) and Dublin (1914). An impressive
speaker at factory gate meetings and public
demonstrations, she provoked the newspaper
headline ‘Mrs Gordon Doesn’t Give a Damn.’ Her
group of comrades within trade union and socialist
circles became known as the ‘Don’t Give a Damn
League’. An Irish republican as well as a socialist,
she joined Cumann na mBan on its foundation in
April 1914. She married her fellow radical James
Grimley in September 1915. They had one son, born
in Belfast in early June, 1916. In the 1920s the
couple kept a second hand clothes shop off the
Newtownards Road. James Grimley was a Belfast
City Councillor for Smithfield Ward during 19231927. At the time of sectarian riots in Belfast in 1935
they moved to Dublin, where they remained.
Sadie Menzies (1914-1996)
Political activist and Communist
Sadie Menzies was born in Newtownards just
before the start of the First World War. Her family
lived in a tied cottage on land belonging to
Dicksons, the rose growers. Her father was
chauffeur to the Dicksons and her mother was a
mill worker. While her father was a unionist, he was
also an atheist and not a member of the Orange
Order.
Sadie left school at fourteen to do a secretarial
course and then went to work in the general office
of Anderson McAuley’s department store, in
Belfast’s Royal Avenue. She met her future husband

at a dance. He had lost an eye while working in the
shipyards. He now worked as a semi-professional
dancer, and was also extremely political, taking
Sadie to political meetings in East Belfast. She
remembered a discussion on Marxism taking place
in an outhouse off Bloomfield Avenue. In those
days Sadie estimated that membership of the
Communist Party in East Belfast would have
consisted of around thirty people, two of whom
later died while fighting in the Spanish Civil War.
The party increased in size before the start of the
Second World War. Sadie’s husband received £250
as compensation for losing his eye and he invested
this money in a small newsagents in Templemore
Avenue in East Belfast. They were close to the
shipyards and Sadie said it was ‘more like an advice
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centre than a shop’ as her husband took people to
the dole office and fought their cases for them. The
1930s were a time of great hardship and hunger
and Sadie became involved in the 1933 Relief
Workers Strike, meeting Betty Sinclair while helping
to organise on the Shankill Road. That same year
she became a founding member of the
Revolutionary Workers’ Groups and later the
Communist Party of Ireland. As a member of the
Friends of the Soviet Union she travelled to Russia,
spending a month as part of a trade union
delegation. Her daughter Edwina, later to become
a leading figure in the NI Civil Rights Association,
was born in 1934. In 1944 Sadie was part of a
campaign against the Rent Act being passed at
Stormont and in 1945, at the end of the Second
World War, she was part of the Communist Party
effort to win seats at the election. Although none
succeeded, they polled well and Betty Sinclair won
2,500 votes in Cromac Ward. In the late 1940’s and
1950’s Sadie campaigned against the Marriage Bar,
an Act that forced women to leave their jobs when
they got married. Alongside Betty Sinclair, she took
part in and helped organise International Woman’s
Day events. They both attended an IWD march and
rally in London in 1949. In 1992 Sadie came to an
IWD event in the Belfast City Hall and was
presented with a bouquet of flowers by her friends
and comrades. Until the end of her life she
remained a proud member of the Communist Party
of Ireland.
A street off the Newtownards Road became ‘Sadie
Menzies Road’ in celebration of International
Women’s Day in March 2011.
Sarah Louise McBride (1929-2007)
Ropeworks employee
The life of Sarah Louise is very typical of the
struggle faced by many women bringing up their
families in this period. She remembered vividly the
Belfast Blitz and could recall being shot at from a
German plane as she made her way down the
Newtownards Road. She claimed that he was so
close to her, that she could see his face and
remembered him as being a very young man. Her
father was a shipyard worker who died there of a
heart attack in the 1950s. Sarah Louise had TB as a
child and spent two years in hospital, missing a lot
of school. She eloped at 16 years of age and in
1947 married a man of whom her family didn’t
approve. His sister was the only family member at
her wedding. She went on to have eight children,
two of whom died. She started her married life in
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Garnerville but eventually moved to the Lower
Newtownards Road. She and her husband both
worked, she in the Ropeworks and he in the
shipyards. While in the Ropeworks she suffered an
injury to her spine when she was pulled into one of
the machines. Her husband insisted that she
continue to work even after she had a stroke at the
age of 42. Her wages were essential to running the
home while he contributed what he thought was
suitable, which was typical of many men at the
time. He liked to look smart and cared a great deal
about his appearance. To make extra money Sarah
Louise also sold papers from her home and her own
children, grandchildren and local children called
daily to pick up their ‘Tellys’ and the ‘Ulster’ – the
local name for Ireland’s Saturday Night paper. From
her house they went to the shipyard and local pubs,
selling the papers. She was a caring person, rearing
not only her own children and grandchildren, but
also some of the local children in the street. Her
mother came to live with her when she developed
Parkinson’s disease. Her house was seen as a refuge
and several women stayed with her when they
were fleeing their own homes due to domestic
violence. She also gave shelter to teenagers who
were having difficulties in their homes. Sarah Louise
was courageous and on one occasion tackled
thieves who were robbing her neighbour’s house.
She confronted them and forced them out of the
house after making sure they had put back all the
things they had stolen.
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