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The role of working-class loyalist women in a post conflict society is rarely documented, unlike their 
male counterparts those voices remain underrepresented. And yet while women have been poorly 

represented in politics and peace negotiations, they are disproportionately affected by conflicts they 
played no role in starting. This is despite being recognised as conflict resolvers, whether that be in their 
own home, their local community or more widely in the rebuilding of a post conflict society.

Working class women in Northern Ireland suffered disproportionally during the Troubles.  Juggling 
work, childcare and trying to ensure the safety of their family, often as a sole parent, in a volatile and 
violent society that took its toll on many people’s mental and physical health. Issues such as sexual abuse 
and domestic violence were not properly recognised or treated seriously in a society policed almost 
entirely on a security footing. The majority of those who were murdered in our conflict were men as 
were the majority of those who participated as active combatants. That left women to pick up the pieces, 
to be parent and breadwinner. The untold death toll, the one that you will not find in any record of, are 
the women who gave their all until there was nothing left to give.

As a journalist and a working-class woman, it was always my desire to have the voices of women 
represented in my work, to help them tell their stories. There’s a saying that women are not written out 
of history because they were never written in. That will never change unless women are actively sought 
out and encouraged to speak - until their achievements are recognised. However, sourcing loyalist and 
unionist women to speak to has always been an issue with the local media in Northern Ireland. Unionist 
women were viewed as passive, supporters but never participants. That ‘tray bake’ image of women who 
made the tea and kept house and home together but never involved themselves in the politics of the day.

A distrust of the media is understandable, we have not always covered ourselves in glory when 
tackling issues of identity and culture. But it is interesting that the author of this book experienced a 
similar problem in convincing women to tell their story. Many still feel restricted by the constraints of 
the patriarchal and conservative society that represents much of Northern Ireland. But while those 
women may be reluctant to tell their story, their contribution to their community is invaluable. They 
have stories that are worth telling and if that needs to be done with a degree of anonymity then that’s 
a small price. There are dozens of books, lauding the achievements of men, but little about the women 
who worked quietly behind the scenes, changing lives for the better, expecting little in return. What 
would the Woman’s Coalition have been without that authentic voice of east Belfast woman Pearl 
Sagar? Or the trade union movement and the rights of female workers without the formidable Baroness 
May Blood? How many women from the Greater Shankill and beyond owe gratitude to Eileen Weir - 
who tells her story in the pages of this book - for helping them on their journey.

When the Her Loyal Voice Twitter account began posting shortly before the first Covid lockdown, I 
was curious, this was a platform with strong women, opinionated women, feminist women, women with 
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ambition both for themselves and their families, women who had pride and love for their community 
and culture. But women who until now we had rarely heard from. With the world in lockdown Her Loyal 
Voice had a captive audience and the stories that emerged smashed away those previous stereotypes.

The strong contributions in this book from Dawn Purvis and Julie Ann Corr Johnston are important 
in that they help smash that image of the passive loyalist woman. Both speak about how they reconcile 
their feminism with their unionism in a way that is simply not spoken about enough. Julie Ann has 
helped break down social barriers by speaking so candidly about her sexuality and her early struggle 
with that. In the 2022 assembly election, there were just two openly gay female candidates, both were 
unionist, with Julie Ann’s UUP colleague Lauren Kerr also standing.

But the stories that really spoke to me, the stories that I can relate to, the stories that many in the 
media bubble know little to nothing about, are the lives of women like ‘Patsy’ Shankill born and raised. 
That struggle of women keeping family together while men were imprisoned, often for lengthy periods 
of time, those mothers, the unrecognised victims of our conflict. “I used to laugh and say when the men 
were in jail and got their parcels they were treated better than the women, as you were sending steak 
into the jail while you had mince steak or corned beef in the house”. In that one sentence Patsy sums up 
the patriarchal nature of our society better than any academic ever could.

I have rarely been as moved or upset as much as I was by the story of ‘Debbie’ the trauma, domestic 
abuse and suffering of women in our society is rarely told with such raw honesty. Or that of Susan, who 
despite the odds stacked against her was the first person from her family to attend university. Because 
she broke that cycle of poverty her daughters will live better lives than she did, that is feminism in 
action.

This book is an important and permanent record of the voices of working-class loyalist women. I 
dearly hope this is just the start and that those women who have spoken will encourage others to do the 
same, to speak their truth, to represent their community and their identity.

Allison Morris
Journalist
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The test of a peaceful and inclusive society is one where equality and human rights are realised and 
that no-one feels left behind. From the Loyalist Women’s Engagement Survey to semi-structured 

interviews, the evidence obtained by Her Loyal Voice indicates that loyalist women feel farthest behind; 
from no longer feeling they are able to express their culture and identity freely, feeling political parties 
no longer represent their views and feeling they are unable to have a say on decisions which impact 
upon their lives. This publication is a collection of lived experiences of loyalist women growing up in 
Northern Ireland.

The women in this book wanted to share their stories as a way of helping others understand their 
journey.  Her Loyal Voice wanted to gather these stories to give a voice to loyalist women but also 
sharing these stories helps to build a foundation of who we are, as individuals and as a society.  Stories 
help us connect, to make sense of this place.  Through sharing their stories Her Loyal Voice wanted to 
give a voice to loyalist women, to show others the path these women treaded to where they are today. 
If with each generation we have to tread the same issues, then the path to moving forward becomes 
difficult. 

The women who shared their stories are to be commended for their strength and courage in taking 
part.  Stories can make us pause and reflect and inspire others to tell their own stories.  For far too long 
we have listened to ‘his-story’, now it’s time to listen to ‘her-story’. 

access 

As someone born in north Belfast into a loyalist household, access to women from a loyalist 
background was relatively straight-forward.  However, convincing women to share their stories was 

difficult.  While some decided immediately not to participate, others did go ahead with the interview 
and upon reading their transcript pulled out.  Several reasons were given for this:

•	 ‘People would recognise who I am from what I’ve said and I don’t want any trouble.  I’m going to 
have to withdraw.’

•	 ‘I really don’t want to raise my head above the parapet, I’ve got kids and I am concerned about 
them.’

•	 ‘I will still go ahead but you’ll need to change my name so people don’t recognise me.’
•	 In the end twelve women agreed to share their stories, some names have been changed to protect 

their identity for their own sake and that of their children. 
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Methodology

Due to Covid restrictions, interviews took place mainly via Zoom and were semi-structured around 
four main areas:  home life, traditions, the Troubles, identity and politics and feminism.  Each 

interview was recorded and transcribed, editing of interviews consisted of moving text from one section 
to another to ensure the flow of the narrative.  It is important to note that the words contained within 
each narrative is the exact wording that women used, this ensured the account was a true and accurate 
reflection of the words spoken.  Each edited interview was sent back to the interviewee for approval.  
The women were given the opportunity to change as much of their interview as they wished to ensure 
they were happy with their account and to ensure they felt safe with the text that would be shared.

These stories and this compilation is different to the traditional approach to social research due to 
the sensitive nature of the stories as well as the author wanting to share the exact words of the women 
involved.  This is their story and their words.

Ethics
There is little doubt some of the content in these stories will prove difficult reading, covering subject 
matter such as poverty, violence and sexual abuse.  Those who took part in this research were able to 
make up their own minds as to whether to take part and whether they felt they could indeed be part 
of this publication.  As already mentioned, some did decide to withdraw after reading their transcript.  
Most of the women had never shared their story before, while others had told these stories on other 
occasions.  All agreed to take part to share their story, motivations differed but one thing they did agree 
on and that was they hoped by sharing their stories that it would encourage other loyalist women to 
come forward to share theirs.
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Stories of Loyalist Women Growing up in Northern Ireland

hoMe 

I was born in 1966, that dreaded year that England last won the World Cup and we’re paying for it ever 
since.  I was born in Templemore Avenue Hospital in East Belfast.  Growing up we had many houses.  

There were lots of slum dwellings in Belfast during in the late sixties and early seventies.  Our first 
house was in Schomberg Street in Sandy Row, we lived there until I was 2, that one was condemned, 
so we moved to a new build out in Lisburn, in Old Warren Estate.  We only stayed there for about two 
years.

My sister started primary school out there, Tonagh Primary School, my mum and dad split up, and 
mum wasn’t able to keep the house on.  She couldn’t afford it, plus she’d three kids under the age of 
eight.  So, my sister, my brother and I moved back to Belfast, we moved to Donegall Pass, in Vernon 
Street, with my granny and granda and my two aunts.  My granny and granda had to come to live in 
Donegall Pass because they had been intimidated out of their home over in north Belfast as a result of 
the ‘Troubles’.

The house we lived in was an old three story house, it was a dundering inn, that backed onto what 
was a disused railway.  There was no heating in it, except for the living room that had an open fire. We 
didn’t have an inside toilet.  In one of our houses we couldn’t use the top two rooms because of the birds 
and the mice that were nesting.  We had to block the doors up, and my mum moved her bedroom into 
the parlour, and my brother and I shared a front bedroom, and my sister was in the back bedroom.  I 
mean, the house was just riddled with mice.  It was awful with damp.  The ceiling fell down one day.  I 
was sitting doing my homework.  We’d a coal fire, and I’ll never forget it, I was sitting with my book 
open, and my brother was lying along the fire, and there was dust falling into my textbook.  I looked up 
and saw this massive bulge in the ceiling. I set my books down, to go get mum from my granny’s next 
door.  By the time we got back the ceiling had collapsed all over my brother.  All you could see was his 
two white eyes.  The house also had a coal fire, which mum had a habit of setting on fire, setting the 
chimney on fire, quite often.  So, the fire brigade were out quite a bit.

dawn PUrVis
Dawn joined the Progressive Unionist Party in 1994.  

She became leader of the party after the death of David Ervine. 
She resigned in 2010.  

Growing up in South Belfast, Dawn continues to live in the area. 
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Stories of Loyalist Women Growing up in Northern Ireland

As a child we used to play out the back a lot, especially out on the old railway, we also used to get 
chased by goats.  We didn’t stay there very long before mum was able to get her own place just at the 
opposite side of Donegall Pass in Rainey Street, and that’s probably the house I remember most, until 
we moved again.  I was there probably four or five years, until we moved again to the opposite side of 
the Pass.  This is during the time when all the houses started to be knocked down, street by street, and 
renovated by the Housing Executive.  It was what the Housing Executive called their slum clearance.  
During the renovations they put a heating system in, although we didn’t get that, I do think we got our 
walls replastered though. They did this street by street.  In our case they moved us out when we lived in 
Auburn Street to a big three storey house in Pine Street that was refurbished and had an inside toilet for 
the first time, and actually a shower.  I had never seen a shower before in my life, and that would have 
been late 1979.  That was the first time we had an inside toilet and a shower.  And then we were only in 
it about 18 months, and they moved us again. So, basically I grew up in Donegall Pass, in various houses 
and I’m still living here today.

My mum and dad split up.  My dad was an engineer in BT right up until his retirement.  Mum did 
various jobs.  I remember throughout the Troubles she worked in different places.  She worked in a fruit 
shop, she worked in an off-sales, she just did whatever she could, because at the very start I don’t think 
there was any support for her as a single mum with three young children.  She relied on a maintenance 
payment from my dad, which was £10.00 a week, for which to pay the rent, and look after us, and 
everything else.  So, it wasn’t a great deal of money.  

In one of our house moves, mum only had one friend in the street, because the other women in the 
street really didn’t trust her, it was because she was a woman on her own with three young kids, and 
divorced, even in those days divorce was frowned upon.  So mum very much kept herself to herself, 
kept her head down, and went to work.  We called ourselves the latch key kids, you know, with the key 
hanging on a string, put your hand through the letterbox and pulled the key out to open the door, and 
then she stopped doing that because we were wrecking the house.  Granny then started to look after us.  

I can recall when mum and dad  split up. I remember the day he left, and taking a suitcase, and 
saying he was going to England to work, and what did I want him to bring me back, and all that sort of 
stuff, and then I don’t remember seeing him for a couple of years, until we used to see him nearly every 
weekend. He would come over on his bicycle and take me over to his house in Mackey Street in Tiger’s 
Bay.  That’s where I’d go every weekend. 

Coming from a working class background, we really didn’t have an awful lot. We depended on other 
family for hand me downs, and different things.  I had two aunts that made me clothes, and I often got 
clothes handed down from my sister, and my aunt.  It was great when you got something new because it 
was your own.

traditions 

Growing up I always remember the bonfires, they started collecting early, and in those days, there 
was a bonfire in every street, sometimes at the top of the street, and sometimes at the bottom of 

the street.  In fact, I remember the barricades before I remember the bonfires, with men guarding the 
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Stories of Loyalist Women Growing up in Northern Ireland

barricades, because there were shoot outs, and there was bombings, this happened a lot because of 
where we were situated, which was very close to the Markets.  And then the other side of Donegall Pass 
would have been close to Lower Ormeau. I also recall the bands, and going to watch the parades on the 
Twelfth.  My granny and granda were in charge of rallying the troops, and every year we went to our 
spot which was outside Lavery’s, in Bradbury Place, that was the spot.  My granny was called Lily, and 
she dressed up in red, white, and blue, from head to toe, and was known locally as Orange Lil.

Of course, there was quite a few Orange Lil’s around at the time, but she was the heart and soul 
of the party.  She would be dancing round the bonfire on the 11th night, and first up on the Twelfth 
morning, getting everybody fed.  If you were lucky enough you’d be putting on new clothes and getting 
ready for the bands coming.  I can remember the sellers all coming along, selling band poles and flags, 
and then the punnets of strawberries.  At the corner of where KFC is now, there was always a big stall 
with punnets of strawberries.  I remember tasting them for the first time and thinking, oh my goodness, 
I’m in love, I had never tasted anything like it. 

the troUbles 

My earliest memory of the Troubles is our street being split into three parts.  The bottom end of 
the street, the middle of the street, where we lived, and then the street at the top, and a friend 

of mine lived at the top of the street.  He was older than me, he was 7 at the time, and there had been 
rioting going on with Catholics from the Markets, he got hit on the ankle with a pipe bomb, and broke 
his ankle, it was put in plaster and he was in crutches.  That was the first memory and thinking, who did 
this, and why did they do it. 

I can recall a bar which was just round the corner at the top of the street called the Princess, it was 
bombed during the day with people in it, two of them were killed. It was so close to our house, from our 
back entry, you’d take 10 or 15 steps and you’re at the back of the pub.  I remember the panic in the 
street, the screaming, the fire brigade, the police, and people in a line with rubble being passed from one 
person to the next.  It was during this that my wee imp of a brother urging me to go get free lemonade 
from the back of the pub. There’s us trailing this case of lemonade from the back of the pub, somebody 
spotted us and shouted at us, but we continued to heave the crate anyway, and run like the blazes down 
the entry with the crate, only to discover when we got into the next street that it wasn’t lemonade at all. 
It was bitter lemon with funny tops that we couldn’t get off.

I remember that night when mum came home, we nearly got killed.  We got beat and sent to bed, 
because my resourceful brother tried to sell the bottles. Mum said we were lucky to be alive, because not 
long after we trailed the lemonade crate from the back of the pub the wall had collapsed.  

We also got lifted out of the house by the army. They booted the front door in, rushed in, and lifted 
us out of our beds, and I remember just getting lifted, and looking at this man in a uniform with a beret 
on, carrying me down the stairs, out into the street, standing me against the wall of the house, and there 
was my mum, my sister, and my brother, with blankets wrapped around us standing against the wall 
shivering.  The soldiers told mum to open all the windows in the house, but a lot of them were painted 
shut because they were so old, and all the doors were open, we stood against the wall as tightly as we 
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could, next minute – boom. A car bomb went off in the next street, bits of the car had gone so high up in 
the air they landed in our street. As soon as it went off, it was right back to bed to get up for school the 
next day.  

When there was gun battles in the street we were told to lie down flat on the floor and stay away 
from the windows. That was the normality of our lives. You just expected it. 

identity and Politics

I am a working class loyalist.  I still live in a community that I was brought up in, but it has changed 
an awful lot.  I think my politics matured as I grew up.  When I joined a political party, I returned 

to education.  I started to see things with a new lens, if you like, I had known that the violence wasn’t 
the way forward for Northern Ireland, and recognised really the neglect and deprivation within my 
own community, and that we needed to do something about it.  I really do think loyalist working class 
communities got a really raw deal, a really bad deal from decades and decades of unionist leadership 
that have not delivered one iota for these communities and, in fact, still use them as cannon fodder, and 
still use them as a threat, that they can wheel out whenever they feel like it.  It’s just not fair.  They’re 
decent people, hard-working people, that just want the same as everyone else.  We just want to live our 
life quietly, and peacefully, and do what’s best for our kids and our families.  You can’t do that when 
you’re struggling all the time.  You can’t do it when there’s a threat of violence constantly hanging over 
your head, and you can’t do it certainly when there’s paramilitaries living in the community and on the 
people’s backs.  You can’t do it.

I was talking to some loyalists last week, and they would be women around my age, and they were 
saying, we’re fed up listening about this protocol, we’re just fed up listening to it.  The political leaders 
have backed the wrong horse on this one.  They’ve just built it up into a massive, big issue, and it’s not 
going to go away now, and why are they listening to certain people. It’s like the tail wagging the dog.  
Unionism should be showing leadership in this.  Arlene Foster came out and said the Northern Ireland 
protocol is a good deal for Northern Ireland because we get the best of both worlds, we get access to the 
EU market, and access to the UK market.  She should have stuck to that line and worked it out.  

The difficulty that we have is that unionism, and not all of unionism, backed Brexit, which was the 
biggest disaster ever, and for the wrong reasons.  I looked at Brexit and believed that this is the break-
up of the union, this is the beginning of the end of the union of the United Kingdom, and how people 
didn’t see that, I do not know.  It was a game of pinning a tail on the donkey, only it was pin the border 
on the map.  It has to go somewhere.  So, where was it going to go?  It wasn’t going to go back between 
Northern Ireland and Ireland because of the Good Friday Agreement.  So, where did the DUP think it 
was going to go?  They have led us into this mess, and I think working class loyalist people are being led 
down a cul-de-sac again of just this megaphone politics that I certainly don’t like, and will not have any 
part of. 

It is a vicious cycle, and every time it’s loyalism, and it’s loyalist working class people, that are left to 
try and pick up the pieces, whatever little pieces that are left.  We’re not in a good place at the minute.  I 
don’t think we’re in a good place at all, and I had hoped that Jeffrey Donaldson would see this, and try 
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to talk to people, and try to find a way out of it, without becoming Jim Allister.  That’s why thousands 
upon thousands, it’s nearly into hundreds of thousands, of unionists don’t vote anymore, because they 
don’t agree that that’s the way forward.  They agree with, dare I say it, the politics of David Ervine, that 
you have to make peace with your enemy.  You have to afford them their legitimacy, and you have to 
afford them their place within Northern Ireland, otherwise we are on a hiding to nothing.

I am though quite impressed by Doug Beattie, he’s a progressive unionist leader, and if he keeps 
down this road, and distances himself, and his party, and his policies, from the DUP, I think he’s going 
to get support from all over.  And I certainly hear that already, as I’ve said my politics have matured over 
the years, and have been calling out for this type of progressive unionism.  Since I left the PUP, there’s no 
unionist party that represents my point of view.  I’ve had to go elsewhere with my vote at every election, 
which is really disappointing, because I’m a unionist, I believe in the union of Northern Ireland and 
Great Britain.  I think we’re better off in that union economically, socially, and everything else.  

I don’t want to be part of a United Ireland.  I don’t want to have to pay for my health care, and 
whilst I look at the European Union, and believe that I would still like to be part of Europe because of 
the freedoms and rights have come along with it, I think they can also be protected within the United 
Kingdom, constitutionally within a bill of rights.  So, I’m content where I am, but I wish, I have always 
longed for, since 2011, a unionist party that could represent those views, and I think that that’s were 
Doug Beattie is headed, and he just may attract those hundreds of thousands of unionist voters that, for 
one reason or another, in the last 20 years, have just gone home and shut the door.

I also know that it’s still a cold place for women.  Women are still classed as second-class citizens.  
Doug Beattie is pro-choice.  He is pro-women.  He’d make that clear to you.  He’s seen some horrors 
that have affected women, particularly in Afghanistan.  So, he knows when women are treated less than 
equal what happens to them, and he’s very supportive of women’s equality.  

FeMinisM

I would regard myself as a feminist.  Not too many years ago I probably wouldn’t have said the 
word though because it was seen within the unionist and loyalist community as a republican and 

nationalist thing. It was like they wore it, they owned it, and it was nearly like people were saying to 
me that you can’t be a feminist and a unionist.  You can’t be a socialist and a unionist.  People would 
ask what was wrong with me or say I needed my head looked at. To the point where when I returned 
to education, one of the first small research projects I undertook was asking if you can be socialist and 
unionist.  I wanted to know why people would associate feminist with republicanism.  There was this 
perception that anything with a hint of red, even a hint of pink about it, was anything left, was to do with 
republicanism.  It was subversive, it was anti state, and this baffled me.  Absolutely baffled me. 

During this research I found out that in the 1960s, with the rise of the Northern Ireland Labour 
Party, socialism and that brand of socialism started to become very popular amongst all of the people, 
so much so that Terence O’Neill in the Stormont election in the mid-sixties published a manifesto 
that was very left of centre, because they knew they were losing out in terms of working classes to 
the Northern Ireland Labour Party.  The Northern Ireland Labour Party were making great gains 
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at the time.  Because of that, the Ulster Unionist Party actually formed a Labour Association within 
it, and people like Fred Cobain, Roy Garland, Reg Empey, and others, were all involved in this, the 
McGimpsey brothers, were all involved in this Labour Association within the Ulster Unionist Party, and 
they thought this was the right way to go.  This was for working class communities, Protestant working 
class communities they believed this was the right way to go to try and address the disadvantage that was 
happening within those communities.  Then, of course, the Troubles came along.  

The Northern Ireland Labour Party imploded over the civil rights movement. The civil rights 
movement took on a red, left of centre socialist tone, even though there was many Protestants involved 
with it, and I think because of that then anything socialist, left of centre, feminist, then became to be 
regarded as being republican.  And I remember reading, somebody had an edition of the Protestant 
Telegraph that Paisley used to publish, I think it was 1969, and Nelson McCausland had an article in it 
about communists and papists, and they were aligning both the same, and this war that was being fought 
by Protestants was against communists, and papists, and anything associated with socialism, was a plot 
by republicans.  So, that was really embedded within our community.  

I remember one of the first political education classes we ran for women in the PUP, in the Ulster 
People’s College, in 1996 with Paul Donnelly and David Officer, they were talking about the political 
spectrum being left to right, and asking the class where they think they would sit.  Everyone put themselves 
at the Tory end.  They were all at the Conservative end.  When I got up I put myself towards the Labour end, 
left of centre.  They just couldn’t believe it, they were thinking of me as a United Irelander.  I asked them 
why they were closer to the Tory end and they talked about Margaret Thatcher being anti-republican, 
she wouldn’t sell us out.  I reminded them that Margaret Thatcher ended free milk for kids in school.  

We then started to talk about policies, they began to see that policy wise the PUP was very much left 
of centre, but they couldn’t disassociate, you know, being Conservative with being British.  They just didn’t 
view the Labour Party as being British and left of centre politics as being British.  It was really interesting.  

More and more I began to understand why you couldn’t talk about feminism in our community, or 
why you couldn’t talk about socialism within our community, because people just immediately thought 
you were ‘one of them’.  Even when I would talk to women’s groups about women’s equality some of 
them rolled their eyes.  At that point I didn’t mention feminism, but talked about women’s pay.  When 
raising the issue of women only getting three quarters of a wage that a man does for doing the same 
job, women started to understand. Also talking about women only working in certain sectors, why are 
women not seen in management positions, where are women in the judiciary, where are they in the 
police, and talking about the RUC stopping recruiting women in the mid-eighties because they said it 
was too dangerous.  When you talk about it in policy terms you can see that women actually agree with 
it, but just if you talk about it in terms of feminism, they are turned off.

I do think Gerry Adams has done equality a disservice when he called it republicans trojan horse.  
Within loyalist working class communities, equality and human rights are seen as nationalist and 
republican gains.  I mean, the clue is in the title, but it’s never seen as a gain for unionist and loyalist 
people.  It’s seen as something that ‘they’ wanted and, therefore, it benefits ‘them’, and not us, which 
is complete nonsense when you look at the work that’s done.  The question is therefore how do we 
get people to embrace these (equality and human rights), and mainstream them as the way forward, 
because it means that everybody will do well, and not just one side or the other.
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hoMe 

I was eleven months old when my parents moved to Rosscoole Park - just off where the Ballysillan and 
North Circular Roads meet in North Belfast. We lived in a three bed semi-detached property that 

had two gardens, one at the front and a rather large one out the back. The previous owners left one of 
those fancy glass greenhouses you’d see off the TV and a water butt that would collect rain water off the 
garage roof that mum would use to feed the rose bushes

The area was more housing development and less housing estate. You know the type- privately 
owned homes, mortgaged rather than rentable. A development, had you lived there, would imply, 
particularly at the time but less so now, that you had some money about you. I guess for my parents, 
then, they had a decent disposable income. They both worked, Dad had a booming career in the travel 
sector and mum worked in the local O’Hara’s Bakery, they had no debts and being devoutly religious 
their social life was very much centred around the church. That was until, I think I was seven years old, 
my mum and dad separated and would later divorce. By then we’d grown by one. Dad moved out and 
on. Don’t get me wrong, he pulled his weight and contributed to the cost of his daughters care but even 
then, mum’s wage just about covered the bills. There was no rainy day money, as they’d say. As a result 
our trips to the leisure centre, cinema or Jungle Jim’s were then scarce. A once in a blue moon treat. 
Hand-me-downs became a thing and the annual tradition of sitting down with the Argos book to make a 
Christmas wish list was resigned to the past.

It wasn’t as bleak as it sounds mind, mum very quickly established herself as a single mother, 
roping me in to give her a hand around the house and created new, cheaper, activities for us to do as a 
family and with our friends at home. Every Friday night was game night, be it Mouse Trap, Kerplunk 
or Operation and every Saturday we’d have spent the day walking the length of the Shankill Road as 
mum got her bits and bobs then called into my granny’s for a few hours. I loved going there. We’re a big 
family. Granny had nineteen grandkids which meant seventeen potential playmates for my sister and I 

JUlie-anne 
corr Johnston

Julie-Anne was born and raised in North Belfast.  
She was a member of the Progressive Unionist Party, serving as a Councillor in Belfast.  

After leaving politics for a short time, Julie-Anne returned to stand for the 
Ulster Unionist Party in North Belfast for the 2022 Assembly Elections.  
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every weekend. Saturday night was ‘party night’. We’d pull out mums nest of tables and place them in 
front of the TV and then the sofa in front of them. We’d have chowed down on popcorn and sweets as 
we watched the essential Saturday night classics -  You’ve been framed, Blind Date and Gladiators. I’m 
feeling really nostalgic talking about this! My wee mummy. God help her. We might not have had a lot 
of money but we had a lot of fun making those memories.

The first time I became aware of my social status was in grammar school. I know, me, who you 
now know to have left school barely scraping past her GCSEs, got in to a grammar school! Hold the 
celebrations mind- It was the worst years of my life if I’m honest. The seeds of self-doubt and sabotage 
had been sown. Of course I wasn’t the only working class kid in the school or even my year because 
there was quite a few actually but not only did I not have the fancy car, with those steps into it, picking 
me up or dropping me off, I struggled to keep up with the academically oriented teaching. Even now, 
I’m the sort of person that learns new skills by doing but when you’ve taught me those skills I have this 
inherent dogged, determination for excellence and will develop those skills and grow in my ability to 
exercise them.

Grammar education just wasn’t for me. That realisation, coupled with unearthing the truth behind 
my parents separation, that my dad was/is gay and that I too had inherited the same disease, as I 
described it at the time, spurred a real crisis in my life. I wanted to die. Any hopes and ambitions I had 
for my future - I wanted to be a paramedic - were gone. My dad had been living a lie and I was born into 
it. But not only that, I knew I wasn’t like the other girls in my year. They had crushes on boys while I was 
dreaming up a life with Ginger Spice. I couldn’t cope knowing that homosexuality had torn my family 
apart, broke my mummy’s heart, a mother that worked so hard to give my sister and I everything she 
didn’t have, including a good education and here I was struggling with my own sexuality and messing up 
the opportunity she had given me.

By the time I’d reached the age of sixteen, I had been medicated, counselled, swapped schools and 
eventually tutored at home just so I could do those bloody GCSEs and get out. And I did. I both got 
out and came out. Bit of an anti-climax there, sorry, but its still a bit of a thing for me when I talk about 
it. Only because I kept it from her as long as I did. Had I spoken to her sooner, maybe I wouldn’t have 
wanted to die and saved her the heartache that she experienced while I self-harmed and attempted 
suicide.

I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life but I knew I needed to be earning if I wasn’t learning. 
And so I convinced my Dad to give me a job in his travel company. I was actually pretty good at it, 
they’d all joke, him and the other staff, that I could sell snow to an Eskimo.  It didn’t work out though, 
my relationship with my now estranged dad had continued to deteriorate. Not because of his sexuality 
mind. Just to make that clear. But for other reasons I’d rather not discuss. And so after a year I left and 
from there I bounced from one minimum wage, call centre sales role to another.

Fast forward to 2012 and I’m on a kerbside outside the Mount Vernon Estate chatting politics and 
protest with Billy Hutchinson. And well, we know what happened then.
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traditions 

My culture and traditions are intertwined and rooted in the protestant faith. Every Sunday we’d 
have taken our communion in the morning, Sunday school in the afternoon and then back to 

church for the evening service. Looking back it was the only day of the week that my ma could get my 
sister and I out of our tracksuits and into a dress. Every Tuesday evening I was at the Girls Brigade 
and on a Friday I’d have went to its youth worship. Which was kind of like a youth club but had time 
dedicated to a scriptural lesson.

We were very much a household, a family, that practiced its faith but as I grew older my views were 
– and in particular my sexual orientation was –  at odds with the religious teachings and so, as you would 
expect, I fell away from the church altogether.  That being said, whilst I no longer practice that faith and 
those religious customs I do still enjoy the nativity, the Christmas carolling and those cultural traditions 
that derive from it. In particular the bonfire and parades every eleventh and twelfth of July. These are 
particularly important to me as a democrat you know, marking the foundations of the democracy we 
enjoy today.

From a young age, how young I’m not sure, but I had an age appropriate understanding of both 
how and why we commemorate those dates. I knew bonfires were a symbolic re-enactment of the fires 
lit to aid the Williamite ships as they navigated the lough and that the artwork on banners paraded to 
the field on the twelfth were illustrations spanning the timeline of the Glorious Revolution. Sounds very 
formal doesn’t it!

My earlier memories of these traditions were always that, a commemoration, it was a gathering of 
the community on the eleventh, the craic was always ninety but I can’t ever remember seeing the alcohol 
consumption or levels of antisocial behaviour we see at some of them now. And it was just wood and old 
furniture, whatever folk were looking rid of, burnt then, not flags or placards protesting current affairs. 
That bugs me. Alot. That and the flying of the Union Flag on anything but a mast. If anything was to be 
hung from a lamppost, if only to mark the occasion, why the Union Flag and not the Orange Standard? 
The eleventh is different for me now, especially that I’ve young kids, but it’s usually a drive up to the 
Horse Shoe Bend to watch the sky turn orange from there.

The twelfth itself remains somewhat the same. As a kid we’d have travelled over to the Lisburn 
road and lined the pavement on deckchairs.  Sat with a packet of crisps and carton of juice, or tea from 
grandma’s flask, kicking our feet to the sound of the drums and waving at everyone we knew in the 
ranks of the lodges. I’d always have went home with a few quid in my pocket as members of the family 
I hadn’t seen in a while would break those ranks to put 50 pence in my hand. That tradition is still alive 
except its my kids collecting the coins rather than me.
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the troUbles 

Do you know, I only have three memories and that was my aunt and cousins coming to stay at 
our house for a few nights. At the time I thought it was an extended sleepover and had the best 

of craic playing FIFA with my with cousin while my sister and younger cousin built forts and played 
with dolls. It’s only now that I am older and aware of what we now refer to as “The Troubles” that I 
understand my uncle was under threat and for their safety he’d sent them to stay with us.

The second was around the same time when I had overheard a conversation in my granny’s house 
about her nephew, my mummy’s cousin, being killed. I was old enough to know the distinction between 
someone dying and someone having been killed but any questions I had were forcibly shut down. I now 
know that her cousin had been shot dead in the same loyalist feud. And the third was when another 
uncle, this time on my dad’s side, came back to Belfast from Newcastle Upon Tyne with his wife and 
stepdaughter. I’d never met his stepdaughter before so my mum had planned this day out for us over at 
Dundonald. Ice-skating, bowling, the works. 

Anyway, we picked her up that morning and as she climbed into the car she slid into the footwell 
behind mums seat. I can’t remember verbatim what was said but mum had asked her what she was doing 
and  she had said she was hiding from flying bullets or something to that effect. It was at that point I 
started to grow more inquisitive as she, just one year older than I was, seemingly knew more about the 
place I lived than I did.

You see, the news was never on at home or in the car. Well - on that odd occasion it was - we were 
ushered outside or upstairs. But never in the car, my ma wouldn’t let us turn the radio on,  she’d have 
said it ran the battery down and that the silence helped her see better. The truth is my mum done her 
best to shelter both my sister and I from all that was going on, on the other side of our front door. And 
I’m so grateful for that and that our circumstances allowed her to do that. I’ve so many friends who are 
of a similar age who, despite their parents best efforts, were exposed and now have really traumatic 
memories that still haunt them. Even now twenty years post agreement.

identity and Politics

Awk, where do I begin? The mother, the feminist, the lesbian and the loyalist in me are racing 
one another to answer first! To appease them all - I’d say a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland 

is the issue of importance. We are, we being all those raging identities I’m home to, are committed to 
fighting injustices wherever we see them. You know, it angers me that at the age of ten I was promised 
the rights-based society that I’m now, some two decades later, wanting for my own kids. That horrible 
history of political bias and discrimination was never, truly, extinguished.

Rights-based approaches to socioeconomic issues should be apolitical but instead they’re a political 
currency here. Of course a Bill of Rights wouldn’t be that magic wand that I wish I had but it would 
obligate our government to deal with these issues, rather than negotiate them.
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FeMinisM

Yes I am a feminist! I haven’t burned a bra but I have marched on Stormont and in various feminist 
campaigns.  Don’t get me wrong we have some incredibly articulate and strong willed feminists 

alive and active but Isabella Todd, Emmeline Pankhurst, Emily Davison, Constance Markiewicz and 
Harvey Milk are just some of those activists I’d love a pint and a yarn with. 

You know, to pick their brains. Sounds ridiculous, I know, but Harvey Milk once said “If a gay can 
win, it means there is hope that the system can work for all minorities if we fight.”  I felt that sense of 
hope back in May 2014. I was a candidate in the local government elections and in the constituency I 
was campaigning there had never been a female Unionist represent the ward on council never mind an 
out and loud lesbian. 

Everyone around me, family, friends, colleagues encouraged me not to get too wedded to the idea 
of winning. Truth be told - on the surface there wasn’t a hope in hell. But. I had this mad theory that 
because Milk, the first gay man elected in the United States, was born on the 22nd of May - polling day, 
as it was for me - that it was fate and that I would be elected. I was. Though, get this, after his victory 
Milk said “All over the country, they’re reading about me, and the story doesn’t center on me being 
gay.” 

And sure enough, the story that emerged that day had nothing to do with women or LGBT 
representation and everything to do with the party I had stood for. Which stood in stark contrast to the 
perceptions of a homophobic and misogynistic Unionism. Instead they made history that day. 

My point - is that politicians are completely out of touch with the electorate, who are lightyears 
ahead in terms of supporting social justice - reproductive healthcare, marriage equality et al. Sadly, in 
our mismanaged peace process, we’ve hindered progress, institutionalised sectarianism and created the 
beast that is the politics of fear and division over hope and ambition. 

And so every election is largely a constitutional show of strength rather than a vote for 
socioeconomic change. But. Those peace babies are coming back, winning hearts and minds along the 
way, fighting for that society they want to live. And I feel change is closer than it ever has been in my 
lifetime.
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hoMe 

I was born in Crosby Street on the Shankill, it has since been knocked down and then rebuilt, then at 
age of three I moved to Highfield. Considering all my friends lived in wee two-up, two-downs on the 

Shankill, ours was quite a decent house because we had a garden and a bathroom because it was a new 
estate back then.  We were lucky. Some of my friends, my aunts and my cousins who still lived down 
the Shankill didn’t have gardens. It was so dangerous because I was sitting outside my aunt’s door in 
Diamond Street one day when I was about five when a car actually ran over my ankle when we were 
out playing.  It just shows you that there really wasn’t anywhere to play.  There was a local community 
centre where they would run different activities. We also went to the Brownies and church. My mum 
always made sure we went to our Sunday School.

My father was a builder, a jack of all trades you might say because he just did whatever was going on 
at the time. My mum didn’t work, she stayed at home to look after us. She had wee cleaning jobs.  She 
did what she could for us as she had six children I had five brothers and myself, I was the only girl.  Mum 
stayed home a lot to look after us. 

My eldest brother, he got involved in the Tartan gangs, he was a member of the Ulster Boot 
Boys.  One of my other brothers he joined the Army and he only stayed in it for a year and had to leave 
because he had a blood disorder. Another brother, who was a year older than me, he joined the boxing 
club, he was a great boxer, he went and boxed for Northern Ireland. He was quite a good boxer.

I loved primary school, I went to Springfield Primary School, it was brilliant but unfortunately 
then the troubles began. This meant the Army base moved into Springfield Parade, beside O’Hara’s 
bakery, which meant we had to walk past them getting to and from school.  I went on to secondary 
school, first it was Glencairn Girls and then in second year it changed to Cairnmartin and as 
Ballygomartin Boys and Glencairn joined and it became a boys and girls school. I did enjoy it. I do 
remember the boys at that stage joining paramilitary groups even though they were young. It was as a 
direct result of the riots that were going on.

Patsy
Patsy was 36 when the Belfast Good Friday Agreement was signed.  
Born in 1962, the year that Northern Ireland held a general election 

with the Ulster Unionist Party winning 34 out of the 51 seats.  
The Nationalist Party gained two seats taking its total to 9.
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I left school with five GCSEs but as my cousin worked in the Mill she got me a job there I only stuck 
it for three months and left to start working in a McMurray’s Shoe Shop on the Shankill where I worked 
for two years and left when I became pregnant with my first child.  I was a stay-at-home mum until I 
decided to become a mature student and went to university and completed my degree in Youth and 
Community Development.

When I was in P7 my father was arrested and after school I helped my mum clean the house and 
mind my younger brothers but I still went out and enjoyed myself. It wasn’t as if I didn’t have a life. I 
suppose her life changed, she then became the man of the house. My mum was quite a strong woman 
and I can remember she actually built her own fitted kitchen, because we didn’t have much money. She 
made it from scraps of wood, it was actually quite good and people used to come in and look and say, 
“I don’t believe a woman did this”. She was quite a strong woman and did things that men would have 
done by herself. 

My mum got help from family and friends in the community as the area where we lived Highfield 
was always a close community who looked out for each other.  She was close to her sisters who she 
would go out with for a drink a couple of times a month.  She also had some friends, she was very close 
to them and remained that way until she died.  

I can recall travelling to visit my dad when he was on remand in the Crumlin Road Jail. It was about 
3 visits a week, also when he was sentenced to life in the Maze Prison it was one visit a week.  We went 
there on a bus for families that was run by the LPA (Loyalist Prisoners Aid) and my mum would bring 
him up food parcels.   I always looked forward to my visits as he would buy me sweets from the prison 
shop.  I later learned that it was mum who would leave him money so he could buy them for me or he 
sold craftwork that he done and my mum would leave that in his account. 

Mum being the strong women she was would ensure we didn’t want for anything.  She would often 
work at cleaning jobs to help her out.  She would also do all the painting and decorating herself.  She 
would always try to ensure that we were not involved in any trouble and attend school.  I’m not saying 
that she had it easy as she would tell you it was hard work, but she was a very independent person and 
would very rarely ask for help.  I recall how my dad’s brother turned his back on me and my mum when 
we entered a shop, he thought that dad was a disgrace to his name.

My mum visited him for all those years but they divorced when he was released, they did remain 
friends they just couldn’t live together as she was too used to being independent and doing her own 
thing.

My oldest brother was also arrested and charged with a bank robbery and sentenced to seven years 
in prison and then again a few years later.  Whist he was in prison he had boiling water thrown at him 
by a Republican prisoner and went on hunger strike for 39 days to get segregation.  He achieved it. He 
served his time in the H Blocks and, also in Maghaberry prison.  I know that this was a hard time for my 
mum as she certainly never expected to have to visit her son in jail and, then bring food parcels to him 
also, he had just been married for three months and they were expecting a baby.  But again, the strong 
women came to the front and she got on with things looking after her children and visiting two family 
members and helping his wife with her first granddaughter.  

I on the other hand was starting to go to discos across town and getting on with my live like any 
other young person, I was aware that most people didn’t leave their areas and I would be wrong to say I 
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lost my childhood or teenage years to the troubles as my mum never knew I went to those discos as she 
would have worried due to the bombs and shootings that were taking place. 

I got married at nineteen and three years later my  husband was also arrested and remanded in 
jail.  He was arrested on the word of a ‘Supergrass’ and held in prison on remand for two years.  

While he was on remand, I would have to visit him three times a week and bring him up parcels.  
When I say bring him up parcels, I mean things like fruit, biscuits cooked meat and tobacco. They also 
sent home their washing to do and were only allowed certain colours of clothes sent in and if we didn’t 
have the colours then I had to go out and buy them.  I also would leave money for the Tuck Shop for 
him to buy things. 

This is when I found out how hard it was for a wife to support someone in prison and look after 
their family.  I had two children and was expecting a third when my husband was arrested.  I lived in 
East Belfast and had to get the bus or a taxi, it all added up each week and was expensive.  I did get help 
from my husbands’ mother and granny to pay for things.  There was a creche opposite the jail which 
looked after your children when you had your visits and to give you a break from bringing them in every 
visit with you.  There was 28 men and 1 woman arrested and all the wives and partners helped and 
supported each other.  We also held protests and marches to try and end the ‘Supergrass’ system.  

It was a time you wouldn’t wish on anyone as it was lonely especially at Christmas and on special 
occasions. However they were a strong group of women and we all supported each other and helped 
each other out and made sure that we didn’t get too lonely and that our mental health was ok.  At that 
time I was also having to still visit my dad and brother so sometimes 3 different jails a month.  When the 
trail started, I went every day for six months.  In the end the judge threw the case out of court and my 
husband walked free. I guess I have my mother to thank as to how I held it together as she raised me to 
be a strong daughter and woman. 

I have six daughters and three sons.  One of my sons was arrested and charged with riotous 
behaviour after trouble started following a 12th July parade, he was given six months to which he served 
three.  I found it to be the hardest of all as he had never been involved in anything before then, he just 
got caught up in it and the judge that day was sending everyone down. He has never been involved 
in anything else before or after that day nor has any of my other children.  I am very proud of all my 
children and am so glad they enjoy what they do and that I have raised strong individual children.  I 
know my mum was a strong woman, but she was also a broken woman on the inside especially later in 
her life as three of her sons died but again she just got on with it.

I now know what it felt like for her and I hope no mother has to go through it as I buried my son 
last January after he took his own life. It is the worst thing I have ever had to suffer, and it makes 
everything else insignificant.  While people say I’m a strong woman like my mother, and that I will 
get through it, I don’t feel like a strong woman. My mother died on Boxing Day 2020 and because of 
COVID I was unable to give her the send-off she so rightly deserved.  It made my blood boil when I 
watched Sinn Fein break every COVID regulation on the Falls Road and we had to stick to them. We 
were only allowed 25 family members at the funeral.  I will forever be grateful for all that she sacrificed 
to ensure I and my brothers had a happy childhood. 
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the troUbles 

During the ‘troubles’ my dad was charged with murdering a man in 1972.  He was sent to jail for 
life. I was the only girl so I stayed to help mum, she was running back and forward to jail so I was 

helping her look after my wee brother and cleaning the house and different things like that.
I can remember every Saturday going to the Shankill where mum would have done her shopping.  A 

couple of Saturdays rioting broke out, I recall having to hide in a shop front as we couldn’t get down the road. 
There were water cannons too.  I also remember a young fella up the street from us who got shot by the IRA, 
he wasn’t long into his house and they came and rapped the door and when he opened it they just shot him.

People were getting knee-capped too. I can remember seeing these two fellas who had been  knee-
capped but one was in one knee and the other one in the two knees, they used to give them the money 
to go to the phone box and phone the ambulance, one was carrying the other one to the phone box to 
phone the ambulance. I know I was young and probably seen things that no young person should but 
it was how it was then and at the end of the day you just got on with life. Even with everything that was 
going on I would have gone to discos, like Ballysillan, and I also went to Braniel disco.  I would go into 
town and get the bus. Getting out of the area sort of helped and stabilised things for me.

traditions 

We did have the bonfire in Highfield. Ours was probably one of the main bonfires in Highfield. 
And on the 11th night people would have formed a wee band and walked round the streets 

parading. You would have people with the lids from their pots, joining in.  It was fun. I would have 
walked to the field then on the 12th. I joined the Ernest Elliott Memorial Band and then played the 
drum, when I joined the York Road Girls Accordion Band. We went to Scotland to parade too. We 
were like family, we would look after each other when we were in the band. It was at the age of 13/14 I 
started to date a boy from East Belfast and who later became my husband. 

identity and Politics

I was from a working class loyalist community and can remember people from other areas would have 
looked down their nose at us. At that stage the community was very unstable because of the rioting. 

We had the Battle of Ballymurphy right on our doorstop in Springmartin when the community 
came under attack there was hundreds of bulletproof holes in the walks of the houses. We had to have 
our windows blacked out and weren’t allowed lights on for a couple of weeks and stuff. This was in case 
stray bullets found their way in to your house especially if the lights were on. There was a lady standing 
two streets away from where we lived, just standing at her front door and she got shot with a stray bullet 
and died. We also had the Army driving up and down the streets and lifting young fellas who were just 
hanging about the area at the shops.
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My upbringing has effected how I view things due to the treatment of my community and at one 
stage I was running to three different jails in one week. And then my brother, had to go on hunger strike 
because of the treatment of all the loyalist prisoners. I used to laugh and say when the men were in jail and 
got their parcels they were treated better than the women, as you were sending steak into the jail while you 
had mince steak or corned beef in the house. So you were making sure that your husband had the best but 
you and your children had whatever was left. And I suppose it would have been down to your family then 
to ensure that you ate and your children ate, so it was always about the women supporting each other.

My mum always had good friends who supported her, up in Highfield where we lived. I remember 
whenever my own husband was in jail I always had good women supporting me, good strong women who 
I always looked up to and who are no longer with us. And now their story is lost and you’ll never hear 
it. Loads of women throughout Northern Ireland whose stories we’ll never hear for what they had to do 
throughout the Troubles to keep the community together.

I’m looking at politics and it’s a very scary time because of the Northern Ireland Protocol. If trouble 
does start I will ensure my grandkids don’t get involved, as I’ve been there and wore the t-shirt.  I wouldn’t 
want them getting in to trouble and going through what I went through. Politicians aren’t taking us serious 
enough. They know that come voting time they put the red, white and blue on, they go round the streets 
and people will vote the same people back in again, it’s the vote for us to keep them ones out. I don’t think 
we’ll ever change that, but we are trying to educate people to shape up and ask questions of politicians.

Politicians don’t’ want to know you these days, especially if you’ve had a past. I know that when 
my brother was on hunger strike a member of the DUP visited him to discuss the conditions, they were 
dealing with at that time in prison but as to whether or not they supported what they had done, I don’t 
think they did. In the early years the late George Seawright did and would often protest on their behalf 
along with the late Hugh Smyth.  Even during the talks at Stormont the DUP refused to talk to the PUP 
and UDP because they were ex-prisoners.  I don’t think much has changed since then as they still refuse 
to have real dialogue with them or listen to how they have suffered or how their families have suffered.  
However with the new leaderships maybe that will change.  

I often say that 90% of prisoners would never have went to prison only for the troubles as they 
were family men or young boys caught up in protecting their community but then there is the 10% 
who are just criminals and would have been involved in something.  I always think that within the 
Protestant community too that many looked at prisoners as if they were dirt of the bottom of their 
shoe, but Republicans were and are held up as heroes.  I not too sure if we should have something that 
acknowledges them as that wouldn’t look good to the victims of the troubles but then we could say that 
we are all victims as no one asked for it.  I think the best way to acknowledge ex-prisoners is to ensure 
that we don’t repeat the past and ensure no one has to suffer in the future.   

FeMinisM

I  am pro-choice but know the DUP are never going to let women make their own decisions. There’s maybe 
individuals within the party that are quite radical thinking, but when they become part of that whole 

process they have to then go along with their party. So I don’t think they will ever support women’s rights.
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My upbringing has effected how I 
view things due to the treatment of 
my community and at one stage I was 
running to three different jails in one 
week. And then my brother, had to go on 
hunger strike because of the treatment of 
all the loyalist prisoners.  

Patsy
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hoMe 

We lived in a two-bedroom house, there was me and my sister, and my sister is disabled.  The 
troubles had started, and I remember going to bed with our front and back door being left open 

for the vigilantes to run backwards and forwards in through our home.  Your home was never your own 
with that going on. 

When the troubles were getting really bad, my father joined the forces, the Ulster Defence 
Regiment.  Sadly they got bricks through the windows and doors. The Military Police called to protect 
the house. That’s when we moved outside Belfast, to the outskirts of Belfast, to Braniel.  I remember 
going to bed, everything fine and dandy, we were doing well, and then there was a package set at the 
door, it was a bomb.  We all had to climb out the windows to get away from it all.  Another incident was 
a drive by shooting.  We were lucky because the house was higher on the inside than what it was on the 
outside, the bullets came through the skirting board.  I don’t know whether it’s still there to this day, but 
we always kept it and just painted across. 

I went to the local high school, got hooked up with the wrong crowds.  I was about 15, and was 
hanging about with this boy around the Castlereagh Road.  The troubles were still going on.  People 
were getting shot dead, even in bars they were being shot dead.  It was when going out with this guy that 
the domestic abuse started. He started to control me, telling me I shouldn’t talk to people, and trying to 
control where I went. We did eventually break up. 

Unfortunately I married somebody that ruined my whole life after this.  He destroyed my whole 
life.  After getting married we went to Dundonald to live, at the start everything was grand. At that time 
I didn’t know much about paramilitaries, because it wasn’t spoke of in our household growing up.  One 
Sunday evening, my husband said he was going out to play darts.  Little did I know that he was actually 
going to a UDA meeting.  He was in the UDA, and then it started taking over more and more of our 
lives.  All of a sudden we were going out to places we’d never been to before, we also started going to 
have dinners out. It was an odd setup with rows of tables and a top table.  We sat at the top table and I 

debbie
Born in 1965 just off Dee Street in a predominantly loyalist area, 

her father joined the Ulster Defence Regiment just as the ‘Troubles’ was beginning. 
Debbie was 33 when the Belfast Good Friday Agreement was signed.

Unheard Voices

28



Stories of Loyalist Women Growing up in Northern Ireland

kept asking him why we were at the top table. He told me just sit and shut up.  I was the housewife, and 
now allowed to speak.  

Things got really bad over that time. I was more or less kept in the kitchen barefoot.  We moved to 
another part of Dundonald, during our time there our neighbour was murdered in his back garden.  The 
police were all over the place, they ransacked our house, it was turned upside down.  They arrested me 
for murder. I had four children and they were shipped out everywhere. I got out three days later and 
went to my parents’ house.  My husband arranged for me to go meet the UDA.  They told me I had 
done well, I didn’t speak at all because I didn’t know what was going on.  I still don’t understand what 
happened that day.  A couple of years later my door got put in again.  It was the police in to search my 
house for guns, radios and receivers.  I kept telling them that there’s nothing in my house, which there 
wasn’t.

I was still with my husband.  I stuck by him for 14 years and we were constantly moving, moving, 
moving home.  It even got to the stage that I was followed if I was getting the bus.  I was followed by 
a car behind, they were watching where I was going.  It was the UDA following because I had been 
identified as a target by the IRA. I just couldn’t understand it because I’d done nothing.  Another event 
that happened was that our car had been stolen, we were informed that by the Police and Army that our 
car is at Armagh Courthouse with a bomb in it, and I went, why, how, like that there, but the car was 
stolen.  My neighbours had seen the men who came to steal the car. After that the UDA sent men to 
our house to protect us all. I had men in my living room.  I had men in my sitting room for 24 hours a 
day to make sure nothing happened.

During this time I wasn’t a person, I just existed. I had to keep going for the kids. I was just going 
through the motions.  I had to keep my children safe. It was a difficult time and there was even more 
murders during that period my house was getting ransacked on a regular basis.  This one time the policy 
kept on saying they knew my husband was a very, very high man in the UDA.  I got arrested time and 
time again, I had done nothing but they also thought I was a top woman in the UDA. My family and 
friends fell out with me. I tried to tell them that it was rubbish but the rumours were everywhere. The 
rumour that I was the top woman in the UDA and I was sanctioning all these murders. My cousins at 
the time wanted to join the police, but because of me being arrested so many times, they couldn’t.  

No matter what my husband was doing, I was implicated in everything.  I was blinded to everything.  
He was so careful and sneaky.  He knew what he was doing.  He knew where to put stuff.  He was quite 
an intelligent man that way.  I remember this one time he asked if I’d do a message for him in Lisburn.  
I agreed and went with the kids.  I didn’t know that I was carrying a lot of guns. 

Looking back, I can understand where my family were coming from, accusing me of being a top 
woman in the UDA.  I can see that now because of what I was doing but I was just going through the 
motions.  This went on for years, this one morning I got up, I was so fed up, I realised I’d never had a 
good home because the police destroyed everything I had. You see my husband had also been having 
affairs. He was also controlling me, it was coercive control and financial control. yet I never got a penny 
because everything went into his bank account.  He was also hitting me.  I went to the UDA about it but 
they didn’t help.  I also went to the police.  This one time when the police did come out they told me 
they had a feeling that he was going to kill me. 

A lot of people told me to walk away, it was difficult because I was going through the motions. The 
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domestic violence had got really bad. I was put in the cubby hole under the stairs.  Kept there until my 
children were coming home from school.  I was his wife, but I was also a slave.  I had to do what I had 
to do.  Cook, clean, and then in the cubby hole again.  His friends were there.  I made dinners and just 
got them thrown at me that even hit my elbow, which I thought was broke.  I’ve had cups thrown at 
my head, everything, and that was just because something didn’t go right for him.  Then drugs started 
coming in, and I so scared for my children. I took the decision to walk away.  

I was scared when I did get away.  He found out where I was living and he would stop at the top of 
the street and would watch me. I did go to court to try and get it stopped, I suppose I have to be honest 
about this part too, as soon as I got to court I backed out of it, because I was scared.  I was petrified, 
because I knew if he got his way I was going to end up dead.  I eventually did get away from him, that 
was 22 years ago and now he’s in jail. He’s in jail for raping his own daughter.  He fathered a son with 
his own daughter. He is actually due to get out next year but I’m trying to stop it. 

identity and Politics

I  do remember Drumcree because my marriage was on the rocks, I went to Drumcree to show my 
support.  I also attended the flag protests at City Hall.  I am a loyalist woman.  I stand up for what I 

believe in. I love being who I am.  I don’t know whether I would call myself a loyalist woman.  Although 
I hate seeing kids rioting, if they get arrested they are going to get  criminal records or anything.  I 
do follow politics and want to see the Northern Ireland Protocol gone. However I don’t believe the 
protocol protests will work.  I know that’s not a great thing to say but it’s how I feel. Politicians aren’t 
great although I do like Robin Newton.  For the rest of them, they come to your door once every few 
years and only want your vote but do nothing for you the rest of the time.  

FeMinisM

I  would say I’m a feminist. I’d support women who want to be heard.  I also support women’s rights. I 
support women needing an abortion in cases of rape or if the baby wouldn’t live. I think we need to 

know talk about equality, a Bill of Rights and ensure our culture is protected.  I’ve never had a voice 
before, women have never had a voice before because of the troubles. 

Unheard Voices

30



I am a loyalist woman. 
I stand up for what I believe in. 
I love being who I am. 

debbie
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hoMe 

I lived in a two up, two down, an outside toilet in the yard and a big tin bath. Probably just describes 
it. The neighbourhood that I lived in was just off Tenant Street, with only four streets in it that ran 

into each other. Everybody knew everybody else in that neighbourhood, there was no hiding place, 
everybody knew who everyone else was and where to get you if your ma was calling you. It was a great 
wee neighbourhood, although we had older people in who didn’t like you kicking a football against their 
gable wall.  It was the type of place where we would have looked out for our older people, if you seen 
them carrying messages up the hill you used to wait and help. Now, there was a motive there because 
you knew you were gonna get sixpence or thruppence for helping to carry the bags! I can also remember 
that if people locked themselves out of their house I was the one that climbed over the yard walls to 
get them in again. So it was a great childhood I have to say, a fantastic childhood growing up in that 
neighbourhood.

I had family who lived in Ballymurphy, they had better houses than what we had, they’d a bathroom 
and a garden and things like that. We certainly weren’t rich and I know my father had a good job. We 
did get things new for Easter, July and Christmas and your school uniform and you got something for 
your birthday, there were a lot of people who weren’t getting that so in that sense I felt privileged that 
I was getting those things because I knew people who didn’t have the same type of parents that I had. 
Again, when you look back, and it is only when you look back there was a lot of domestic violence 
going on then and as kids you heard this but you didn’t realise what that was. Maybe husbands coming 
home from the pub you could hear. So you knew those families that just wasn’t as lucky as me. It was a 
privilege, a privileged childhood in that there was lots of fun and lots of laughter but not privileged in a 
sense of money and getting things but privileged in the life rather than what goodies you could get. 

In my younger days I wouldn’t have ventured beyond the neighbourhood.  When we went to big 
school after 11 we would have started to venture out of the area. I had friends that I went to school with 
who lived outside of the area but that all changed very much when the Troubles started.  It was when I 

eileen weir
Born in 1955, Eileen has lived all her life on the Shankill in 
West Belfast. Having joined the UDA as a 16 year old young 
woman interested in the welfare side of things, she later left 

after questing its objectives.  

Unheard Voices

32



Stories of Loyalist Women Growing up in Northern Ireland

was around 14 or 15 that I was then instructed to stay within my own community and the freedom that I 
had prior to that of going to your friend’s house maybe on down the Shankill, or up into the Woodvale 
was stopped. I was also restricted not just in other areas but even areas within my own community. It 
was because of other influences out there, although I was a bit of a tomboy, still am so I would have 
taken more chances than say, my sister. I would have went to areas that I probably wouldn’t have been 
allowed to go.  My parents wouldn’t have known because in the early days of the Troubles it was sort of 
the way that my mum said that if you’re not within my voice range you shouldn’t be there. I had worked 
on a system though that if my mummy called my name somebody knew where I was, so there was a 
name calling the whole way down the Shankill for me to get back up into my own area before I was 
caught on. The was part of growing up and being creative the best way that you could. I’m still friend 
with people I grew up with to this day, they’re living in different places but we’re all still friends. We 
don’t meet up as often as we should or communicate as often as we should do, I think as you get older 
you say to yourself now I’m going to have to make an effort to go and see such and such, but we all stay 
in touch in different ways. We’re there for each other if we need it, that type of friendship.

I was the youngest, so I had an older sister and an older brother. I refer to my brother as golden 
balls because he got everything he wanted, he was the son, he was the first born, As girls we had to do all 
the dirty work, the dishes the washing up while my brother gets to just sit there and get what he wants.  I 
think it was just conditioning over the years, I think it was the conditioning of my parents. That’s passed 
down through generations until somebody makes a stand and says right, I’m not gonna do that. A good 
lot more women now are rearing their boys to be independent and do their own ironing, do their own 
washing, do the dishes and it’s not down to the women. You also see men pushing prams now. That 
would have been absolutely not heard of when I was growing up. So there is changes there. And I think 
that makes men’s life a lot better, a lot more fulfilling and more able to be independent away from their 
mother’s apron strings, as such.

My father worked and my mum stayed at home mostly but she did do home help for three people. 
It was the home help in those days who cleaned the windows, got messages in.  She did more than her 
allocated hour. We were also part of an extended family for those women my mummy cared for. We 
knew them, we would have went down to see if they needed anything.  It was a support mechanism of 
the women my mummy home helped for. My father worked in central heating and air conditioning, 
travelling a lot working in the likes of Bushmills. He would have been away during the week and came 
home on a Friday night.  My mum then was the ruler of the roost, it was never a case “I’m telling your 
father on you”, you just did what she said. I was wee Eileen and she was big Eileen and what Big Eileen 
says goes, that was it. 

My grandfather on my father’s side was a deacon in the church, so Sunday school and going to 
church was a penance, It was a congregational church on Tenant Street.  I was always the other when I 
was at school because I wasn’t Methodist,  Presbyterian or Church of Ireland.  I never mitched a day of 
school in my life but I would have mitched Sunday School if I had the opportunity.  I couldn’t because 
my sister was going to and the deacon of the church knew my family and would have said. The bit I 
really didn’t like was you had to read out loud from the Bible. I suffered from dyslexia so I got my words 
all mixed up. These days I can read but I’m not a brilliant reader and I’m not going to win any awards 
for it but it’s a different mindset that I’m in now. I don’t say I can’t read any longer, I can but maybe not 
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to the best of what other people can do.  It takes me wee bit longer when there’s a lot of reports and I’m 
a visual learner. 

My attitude has changed from a course that I completed called the Steps to Excellence. Now I’m 
a tutor delivering it and I hope it may change somebody else’s life who had been told that they were 
hopeless, that they couldn’t read and you’ll never make nothing of yourself, and this was a course that 
changed my mindset to say you can do anything that you want to put your mind to and you could set 
goals. That was the change in me, you know, and it took me until I was forty to actually realise that. If I 
had have had that opportunity a long time ago it might have been different.

traditions

On the 12th day we went to the Lisburn Road no matter what the weather was like. We packed 
everything up to sit there watching the bands for two or three hours. On the  11th night it was all 

about going round the bonfires.  We would have started in Sandy Row and worked our way up round 
the bonfires on the Shankill as in those days every street had a bonfire so there was plenty to see. Then 
the culture wasn’t to drink at bonfires, it was a family event so every bonfire has something going on. 
At the Orkney Street bonfire, we all had our roles to do.  The women prepared party bags, there was 
music and dancing competitions.  Irish dancing was a big thing on the Shankill at that time growing up 
and I entered lots of competitions. I got beat every time by this boy because he was the only boy in all 
the competitions - I’ll never forget it.  Unfortunately when the Troubles broke out we weren’t allowed 
to do Irish dancing anymore but Irish dancing would have been very much part of my culture growing 
up.  You see because it was Irish dancing it was perceived to be for the other side. We were just kids, we 
didn’t know about other sides or anything at that time. I did know that I was a Protestant and I knew I 
was another because of the congregation but unionism, loyalism didn’t really come into it. One of my 
mates, her mum was the cleaner and the key-holder to the Unionist Hall in Tenant Street and that’s the 
only thing I knew about Unionism was that hall. 

the troUbles

Around 1969 when I was 14 we stopped going to my cousins house in Ballymurphy.  I was getting 
confused not knowing what was going on and hearing all the talk about Catholics being bad.  I 

couldn’t comprehend it because my cousins were Catholics and to me they weren’t bad.  You see, my 
mum’s sister married a Catholic and they lived on the Shankill in Conway Street, they then moved to 
Ballymurphy. I can remember being so fearful because there was rioting and I was concerned they were 
coming to get us. That was what people believed that people were coming to get us and kill us.

My friend and I wanted to join the Territorial Army, the nursing core.  We weren’t allowed because 
we hadn’t turned 18 so we joined the UDA instead.  It wasn’t illegal back then and I was only interested 
in the welfare side of things.  That is looking after the elderly people in our communities especially 
the areas where there was a lot of sniper fire and the no-go areas.  The perception of the UDA at that 
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time was that they’re going to protect your community. They’re going to look after the people in their 
communities. Now, my mum didn’t know I had done this. 

My role was welfare. A lot of older people in our communities who couldn’t get out for their 
milk or butter or sugar – just their daily stuff and I made sure that they had what they needed.  It was 
particularly in no-go areas.  This was at the time when the army would put up barricades because they 
would have been straight run throughs from the Falls, Shankill, and Ardoyne.   There was no arms 
involved in it. There was no guns or no bombs or no running doing anything like that. 

I was in the UDA from 17 until I turned 21.  I got a bit of a sicking with them to be honest especially 
when it became an illegal organisation, that was a different kettle of fish for me. Something happened 
too.  My dad had bought me a wee banger.  I drove it about and would listen to tapes with my favourite 
music.  On this particular Saturday on the Shankill they would block the road at twelve o’clock.  It was a 
protest. A lot of people from the area would go out early in the morning for their messages and get back 
before they blocked the road at 12 o’clock. My mum was running late and she asked me to run her down 
in the car to a wee fruit shop that was facing the library on the Shankill. I was sitting outside the fruit 
shop in the car while my mummy was in getting her messages and a guy came and knocked the window 
and said, “get out, give us your car” and I went, “no, I’m not giving you my car”, this went on for ages.  I 
wasn’t going to let go of my car. I could see the fear in my mummy’s face and she kept saying to me “just 
give them your car, give them your car”.  I agreed they could have it but only if I could drive it to where 
they wanted it.  I drove the car across the road and sat in it for an hour, I wouldn’t give them it. That was 
the turning point because here was somebody who never worked a day in his life, coming to take the car 
off me that I had worked for and kept on the road and if that was protecting your community and that 
was part of the role of the UDA I didn’t want to be any part of it, I didn’t want anything to do with it.

I started working in Gallaher’s, and became an elected shop steward and became involved in 
the Women’s Advisory Committee of the then amalgamated Transport and General Workers Union 
which was a union that was north and south, so it probably would have been my first experience of 
meeting people from the south on those women’s advisory committees. That experience changed how 
I thought about things in general.  For example there were some campaigns I got involved in. On was 
the strip searching in Armagh Women’s Prison. In the community that I lived in that was seen very 
much as a Republican issue because it was Republican women prisoners that was being searched. After 
conversations, listening to other people I came to the conclusion that strip searching women wasn’t 
right.  I dismissed the Republican bit out of it and looked at the issue, and the issue was basically is it 
right to strip search women? I decided that it wasn’t right. I then campaigned against strip-searching. 
Now, I did do this through the Trade Union Movement, I wouldn’t have been able to do that through 
my own community because it wouldn’t have been looked at as something that we should have been 
doing but I looked at the women and I looked at the issue. 
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identity and Politics

I’m very passionate about our communities.  I love the Shankill Road, I am a Shankill Road woman 
and some of the people that are speaking out about the things that they disagree with, they have every 

right of doing that, I’m not saying it’s not right to do that but there’s a way of doing it.  The thing is there 
is more to life that brings us down, our mental health suffers, our whole life suffers if things are not 
done on an equal basis. There is an inequality within loyalism at the minute, I do believe that. Would I 
do what they’re doing? No, I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t do it that way, I think there are other ways of fighting 
inequalities which I have done over the years with some success.  Look at how the women’s movement 
and the women’s sector fight inequality, especially for families. Sometimes people because of what’s 
happening at the minute they can’t see any further than the current issues. I can empathise with them 
and I see their point and they have genuine feelings about it. I just don’t see it the way they see it. There 
is a lot of negativity there but I’m one of these people who look for the solution. I think it’s my trade 
union training has got me to that point and then working at grass roots level across all communities, I 
see all communities being penalised in the same way in a lot of the areas that the women’s movement 
and the women’s sector and feminists are trying to fight against.  

Poverty, there’s no difference in the poverty on the Shankill and poverty on the Falls. Unfortunately 
it’s hard speaking out about that because if you do there is intimidation or harassment.  The thing is 
it’s not that I’m against anything that they’re doing, I know they have genuine concerns but they’re not 
prepared to listen to my feelings. I’ve done my bit for Ulster, we need to keep our communities away 
from going back to how it was in the past. way. There is solutions out there and we need to concentrate 
on them but let’s get on with 

I think people went out there to defend their communities and a lot of lives lost, a lot of lives 
ruined, a lot of people in prison. And again, the women at that time kept communities together but the 
mental health, the transference of trauma we are experiencing. Tunnel vision damaged a lot of people, 
and if there’s an issue I have an opinion but I’m open to hear what other people’s opinions are. I don’t 
have to agree with them, I don’t have to change my own opinion but if you’re just hearing from one 
community and one community aspect and that’s all we got in them days was a one community aspect. 
And the same coming from the political leadership at that time. I don’t know how many hills I marched 
up with Paisley, I marched up every hill with him and really there’s not a life that’s worth losing over 
marching up hills. 

Another thing is we have three generations here of people who don’t know what it’s like to work. 
If we go down that road again our young people will have criminal records for protesting and fighting 
at interfaces and that leads to barriers for what they can achieve in the future. I just don’t want to see 
another three decades of fathers being in prison and children growing up without them. And then 
coming out of prison and not knowing how to be fathers and taking their frustrations out on the women. 
And vice versa, as it wasn’t all one side but you know, we got into a cycle of Troubles conflict, men in 
prison, men getting out of prison, women getting beat, domestic violence rising. I don’t want to live 
through that, I don’t want to have any young person now to have those memories in another 20 years’ 
time of what it was like then. 

There is also an issue of movement. I was very lucky because in my twenties I was heavily involved 
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in the Trade Union Movement, I was meeting people, I was talking to people who lived in the Falls, 
to people who lived in Dublin. We even went to England because it was regional, it was a UK/Ireland 
union so we had some meetings in England and my mind got expanded I still had my own opinions, 
but I listened to the views of others.  I also listened to common sense.  I listened to other ways of doing 
things. I had an opportunity to work in the women’s prison, giving women an opportunity to integrate 
back into their community again.

So, collectively for people living in the United Kingdom it shouldn’t be an orange and green issue 
– and that has been our problem over the years. Probaby the majority of Protestants want to maintain 
within the United Kingdom but don’t take it away from those Catholic people who want to be part 
of the United Kingdom as well by bringing it to the street the way they’re bringing it to the street. It 
should be a United Kingdom for all and not just for one part of the community. And there’s a lot of, 
minority ethnic people too who perceive themselves to be British and who want to stay part of the 
United Kingdom as well. So, when you bring that fight to the street under the banner of loyalism, it’s 
not just a loyalism fight but a lot of people from these other communities are fearful to speak out now 
on wanting to be part of the United Kingdom.  I work with a lot of people across all communities, as 
you know, and a lot of Catholic people also want to stay part of the United Kingdom, they don’t want to 
have a United Ireland. These issues affect a whole lot of people not just one sector of the community.  
We need to embrace it as everybody and not just one section. Protestants or Unionists or Loyalists, it’s 
about everybody that wants to stay within the United Kingdom for the benefits that we get from the 
United Kingdom. So there is a sort of quiet movement that is trying to do that but it’s always those with 
the extreme views that get all the airtime.

Then if you do voice something that’s not sexy or popular then you have to go through the whole 
intimidation and harassment of social media on top of that. And I believe that something needs to be 
done about attacks on people who speak out and have a say. I wasn’t speaking out and it wasn’t Eileen 
Weir speaking out on Eileen Weir. I was speaking out on the people who actually I represent and that’s 
a lot of women across north and west Belfast and beyond. I’m sort of way segregated into that area 
but as you know, I’m across this whole province, this is not Eileen Weir talking about how Eileen Weir 
thinks, this is Eileen Weir talking about how the people that she’s in contact with are thinking. And lone 
voices are not being heard and I’m a conduit. And for me not to say it then I wouldn’t be doing the job 
that I’m being paid to do.
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Poverty, there’s no difference in the 
poverty on the Shankill and poverty 
on the Falls. Unfortunately it’s hard 
speaking out about that because 
if you do there is intimidation or 
harassment. 

eileen
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hoMe 

I  grew up in East Belfast during the 1980’s, we moved around quite a lot, but the first house that I 
remember living in was a small terraced house off Moorgate Street with an outside toilet. I remember 

this because I had to use the toilet one night and I was scared. There was a gap at the bottom of the 
door of the toilet and being young with a vivid imagination I kept thinking what if I see someone’s feet 
and someone is on the other side of the toilet door. My mum told me to stop being silly and just use 
the toilet! I recall my mum bathing my baby brother in the kitchen sink while my sister and I would 
help, though I’m not sure we were actually any help! My dad worked as a coal man after being laid 
off as a CNC turner, but he had a really bad motorbike accident when I was about 8 or 9 and was left 
disabled and unable to work, he was in intensive care for nearly a year at the Royal Victoria Hospital. I 
remember the very first time I visited him,  he was connected to so many tubes, I ran out frightened and 
curled up onto my knees at the end of the hall. A young nurse came running after me and got down on 
her knees beside me, saying that she knew it looked scary, but he wasn’t in any pain and that it would 
really help him to see me and if I could speak to him and hold his hand, she took me by the hand and 
led me back up the hall to where he was. After that I visited him regularly after school, but my younger 
brother and sister were too young and scared to visit. 

My dad was a reserve in the TA (Territorial Army) at the time and when he was well enough to be 
moved from intensive care, he was moved to a secure room. I didn’t really understand at the time why 
he was behind a secure door with two armed guards and to be honest I didn’t really question it at the 
time. I just remember running to the end of the ward and buzzing the door to get in and the security 
cameras that I could see as I went through into his room. It is really only when I got older that I began 
to question why my dad was in this secure room. Looking back, it was a product of the time and where 
the hospital was located. My mum was on her way to visit him one day when there was shooting from 
the Divis flats nearby and soldiers on the streets told her to turn back. 

Sadly my mum and dad separated shortly after his accident, and we moved from the Bloomfield 

eMMa shaw
Born in East Belfast in the 1980’s Emma grew up during turbulent times in 
Northern Ireland.  Many targets, particularly from the Army (Ulster Defence 
Regiment) were killed during this period as well as the Enniskillen bomb in 

1987 in which 12 Protestants were killed during a war memorial service. 
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area of East Belfast to a Housing Executive house in the Mount area. We had no car and had to walk 
to and from Elmgrove Primary School every day, when I look at the distance now it doesn’t really seem 
that far but when I was at school it felt like it was a big walk, especially when it was raining, and I had 
my school violin to carry!

In primary school I was in the choir and the orchestra, we also had a recycling club for the P7’s 
and we collected and crushed tin cans. I still remember our Principal, Dr Hunter, this tall, older man 
with pure white hair and a booming voice. If you were outside in the corridor when he walked past he 
would stop and ask why you’d been told to stand in the corridor (for me it was usually for talking too 
much in class). My school also had P7 volunteers go to the dinner hall and serve dinner plates to the 
younger pupils. When I think back to being at primary school, it was a space I felt safe, I could see my 
friends, play and we got our break and school lunch. We used to get a small glass bottle of milk every 
day and though I can’t remember much about school dinners, I remember we used to get sponge cake 
and custard – we never had desserts at home. My mum was a single, unemployed mum to three children 
and couldn’t get any help from my dad due to his disability. We never had things like chocolate biscuits 
or crisps, we didn’t have a cupboard with snacks that I could lift whenever I wanted. I had my breakfast, 
then lunch in school and mum made dinner, if you didn’t eat it, you went without. 

It wasn’t really until I went to “big school” that I began to notice the difference and how poor 
we were. I had passed the eleven plus exam and was accepted to Bloomfield Collegiate, an all-girls 
grammar school in Ballyhackamore. My mum had insisted that we go to an all-girls school as she 
thought it would mean we would be less distracted by boys. Other people in my class had been on 
foreign holidays, got new clothes at Easter and Christmas (which was completely alien to me, we got 
new clothes when we needed them and a lot of times they weren’t new but second hand from cousins). I 
helped my mum in the house with chores like dishes, laundry, cleaning, the typical household things and 
my mum always encouraged me to do my homework (though I sometimes would tell her I didn’t have 
any or had already done it). 

Throughout my early teens I experienced some traumatic events that would have a huge impact 
on my mental health and I don’t talk about, I wouldn’t say I was a problem child but the experience 
changed me and I went on a bit of a self-destructive path. This had a huge impact on me deciding to 
not stay in school past 16. I did well in my GCSE’s and could have continued on to A Level’s (like my 
sister) but I felt trapped, with adults continuously telling me what was best for me, without knowing 
the situations I’d been through – I never disclosed to school, or family what had happened. I remember 
my history teacher Mrs McMullan called me to her classroom one day to speak with me and tried to 
encourage me to stay on at school. I really enjoyed history; it was my favourite subject at school outside 
of sports. But as most will know, teenage girls can be extremely headstrong, and I was no different. 

When I left school I went straight into employment with a local travel agent as an apprenticeship. 
While I was working there, I also studied for an NVQ in Travel and Tourism. Soon after I became 
pregnant with my son and decided that I needed a more reliable salary that wasn’t reliant on sales and 
so I was able to get a job with Greenpark Healthcare Trust, where I worked for around 6 years and 
achieved my first supervisory experiences. It was during this time that I became more aware of the 
difference between my culture and those who I worked with. I remember the first Ash Wednesday 
I worked at the hospital, I was confused about why people were walking around with ash on their 
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forehead, it was only when I spoke with an older colleague from my own background that she explained 
a few of the religious differences.

traditions

Growing up my mum she didn’t push any cultural traditions on us, we attended Girls Brigade and 
Sunday school though I think that was more about her getting her head showered than anything 

else. When I was growing up there were no large, centralised bonfires the way there are today, there 
were small fires at the end of nearly every street. As we didn’t have a car it didn’t really interfere with us 
moving about. My grandparents lived in Ballyhackamore, on the main route of the band parades during 
the twelfth of July. My nanny and papa would make sandwiches and we would sit out in their front 
garden listening to the parades as they passed. I remember when the parade would pause all the band 
men would ask to use my grandparents bathroom and of course they would oblige, the bandsmen would 
sometimes give us a pound or 50p piece as they left, which to us was a lot of money at the time.

On the occasions that we had good weather, mum would usually arrange with her friend to go to 
the beach or a drive. It wasn’t unusual to see armed soldiers on the street or in “meat wagons” and they 
would drive with their doors open while they perched at the back of the vehicle. When we would see 
them we would stick our tongues out or screw up our faces and pull our eyes, they would sometimes do 
the same which would make us laugh!

the troUbles

As I got older and more independent, I became more aware of the ‘Troubles’, an example is my 
mum wouldn’t allow me to go to Methody (school) as it was in town and she worried that if 

there were any bombs or bomb scares that we wouldn’t be able to get home and as she’d no car she 
couldn’t come get us. I also wasn’t allowed to go into town on a Saturday with friends, instead we’d go 
to Ballybeen or Newtownards. On the times that I did go into town with mum, I remember her having 
her bag searched not just at the gates but also going in to each shop – it was just normal then so I didn’t 
really think about that until I was older. I remember asking my dad when I was a teenager, where did he 
and his friends go into town drinking when they were younger and he explained to me that they didn’t 
and how everyone drank in their own local bars and stayed in their own areas. He also explained that 
the big yellow gates that we would drive by on the way to my uncles were closed at night. At the time I 
just thought well that’s a bit wick, I didn’t really understand that all of this was an attempt to stay safe. 
It is only now that I am older that I look back at these memories and conversations and reflect on them.  
After having my own child, I always took him to the bonfire when he was little but we stayed in our own 
area. 
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identity

As I got older I started to think I really wished I had of got my degree. At first I was frustrated that I 
couldn’t get a promotion in work as “I didn’t have a piece of paper” and I knew I had the practical 

experience on the job description but I never had a degree. This went on for a few years and then after 
a second redundancy I decided to go to university. That in itself was a journey I won’t go into here or 
we’d be here all day! The thing that stood out the most to me at Queens’ was not only the sheer amount 
of GAA tops worn but all the Irish names too, this didn’t bother me, everyone works hard to get into 
university but it was just something I was aware of. 

There were a few instances that did frustrate me though, when I went to Queens’ I was 34 so I 
was a lot older than the traditional students. There is a Sinn Fein Youth Wing there and for being so 
young and not having any experience of the ‘Troubles’ some of them seemed so bitter. There was a 
group that tried to get the wearing of the poppy banned from campus and at the freshers fair, the Sinn 
Fein youth had a poster up at their table saying “Brits out”. I can understand how some young people 
from the PUL community might feel intimidated. The thing is I was taught by Professors from different 
backgrounds and while we might have had different ideologies and ideas about topics I was never 
made to feel that my opinion wasn’t heard, in fact, differing opinions were encouraged in my classes – I 
studied international relations and conflict studies. Things did get heated in student council though, 
especially when Brexit happened and around demands for Irish language signage on campus. For the 
most part though in student council I spoke my mind and could have a civil conversation with the other 
councillors who had different opinions and experiences. 

In terms of my identity now, I proudly identify as a loyalist woman but I get incredibly frustrated 
when the media continue to portray loyalism negatively. If you look at headlines, loyalism is always 
paired with criminality, it’s never “loyalist volunteers deliver food parcels during lockdown”, it’s just 
“volunteers deliver food parcels during lockdown” but it’s always “loyalist drug gangs” or “loyalist 
thugs” – do the media ask the individuals how they identify? Some of them don’t identify as loyalist, 
they identify as unionists, but that doesn’t suit the narrative for some. The media need to stop trying to 
sensationalise headlines and remove the emotive words, but again that doesn’t draw people to the story.

FeMinisM

I would call myself a feminist, to me that means supporting women and their choices, regardless of 
whether or not you agree with them. I don’t see men being told what they can or can’t have control 

of when it comes to their own bodies, so why should a woman deserve any less? People try to frame 
the conversation around abortion as the right to life without allowing the women to have an opinion or 
decision making capacity of her own life. Yet the same people are quick to blame single mums for not 
being at home to look after the kids and do homework’s etc cos they have to work full time to look after 
everyone on one wage! I do think our society is filled with double standards when it comes to women 
and men regardless of their political identity. Women are still blamed in instances of sexual assault, like 
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somehow they were acting or what they were wearing means they were “asking for it” – no, the only 
blame for sexual assault, domestic violence etc is the perpetrator themselves, there is no excuse. 

I think women in Northern Ireland have to fight like other women around the world, we have to 
fight to have a seat at the table in decision making. Some of us might have more contacts to get there 
easier and some of us might have to make a lot of noise to get invited to the table. Women continue 
to be the ones who do the most unpaid or low paid jobs and this pandemic has highlighted that this is 
still the case – women have had to give up their jobs to be at home with their kids to home school. The 
narrative that women can do whatever they want it’s the 21st century is naïve, yes, technically now there 
are no laws discriminating against us in the way there used to be, but social norms still have a long way 
to go to accepting men and women on an equal footing.
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Throughout my early teens I experienced 
some traumatic events that would have 
a huge impact on my mental health 
and I don’t talk about, I wouldn’t say I 
was a problem child but the experience 
changed me and I went on a bit of a 
self-destructive path.

eMMa
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hoMe 

Growing up my home was just round the corner from where I live now in Carrickfergus.  It was a 
wee end terraced house owned by the Housing Executive.  My mum was one of these people who 

is very house proud, she kept it looking good.  We were lucky because we had a bathroom but we didn’t 
have central heating, it was a coal fire. In winter my mum used to to actually put the oven and cooker on 
to keep us warm in the kitchen when we were eating our cereal. 

My dad had a couple of different jobs whenever I was growing up.  He worked in a few of the mills, 
and different factories, and things around the place.  My mum, she would have worked in the chip shop 
and as I got older she started working in the caring industry.  She cared for people in nursing homes.

I have a sister and three brothers, my parents did their best for us, what people don’t understand is 
that working class loyalist communities were just as run down as nationalist communities.  Where I live 
in Carrickfergus, it has suffered a lot from loyalist feuds.  Don’t get me wrong, everybody gets on, but 
there are times when there can be high tensions between everybody.  This means that people get shot at. 
There was a feud between the UVF and the UDA, and practically half the windows in this estate were 
put in.  It happened coming up to Christmas.  I think most of us are desensitized to it because it has 
been so common.  Because we grew up with the troubles, it just seems normal. 

Being working class my two parents understood the value of education.  I went to a grammar school 
because I passed my 11+.  To be honest I didn’t want to go to the grammar.  All my mates were going to the 
high school, but my parents understood how important education was, to help you get out of the poverty trap.

Poverty was rife in our community growing up. I remember my mum bringing my friends in and feeding 
them what was left over from our dinner, because she wasn’t too sure whether they would have got a dinner 
when they went home.  If there was anything ever left over from our dinner my mum would have made 
sure that other people got it, she never lived waste and knew that we were lucky enough to never struggle as 
much as others.  Even whenever our clothes were done, my mum would give them to somebody else who 
didn’t have anything.  That’s what our communities were like, and nobody ever would have judged you.

lindsay grahaM
Born in Belfast but raised in Carrickfergus, Lindsay was 15 

when the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement was signed.
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traditions

I followed the bands everywhere. In fact I would be what they called a ‘Millie’.  My granny, my granny’s 
family were from a Lambeg drum making family.  My granny absolutely loved unionism and loyalism.  

She absolutely loved Ian Paisley.  He used to call and see her whenever he was in Carrick.  She was 
from a big family of seven kids, she was the only girl. I am a loyalist and it’s very hard to describe that to 
people. It’s actually a feeling for me.  From the 1st  of July I have this feeling, and it just courses through 
my veins, seeing all the colour, the bands who are all so disciplined, and I love the music. 

the troUbles

The Shankill bombing is a vivid memory I have. My dad is a real big Linfield supporter, I recall 
being at a match the day of the Shankill bomb going off. You could see the horror in everybody’s 

faces when it came over the radio.  I also recall the Drumcree riots.  Carrick was absolutely mad.  My 
grandmother taxied us back from where we were staying in Portrush to the riots, because she was so 
infuriated that these Drumcree Orangemen weren’t being allowed down the Garvaghy Road.  She felt a 
passion for what was going on.  The signing of the Belfast Good Friday Agreement is also imprinted in 
my memory.  I went to see Bill Clinton up in the Odyssey. I also loved when I met David Ervine.  I was 
in the PUP Youth whenever I was younger.  That was a big loss to loyalism.

identity & Politics

As a loyalist my identity is completely demonized.  I’ll give you an example of it.  The protocol 
protest.  So, there was a couple of teenagers out burning bins on the roads of Carrick.  It was on 

the news for five nights solid, all these burning bins, and these kids running about.  Community workers 
got in touch with all these kids and told them to stop and that there were other peaceful ways to show 
your opposition.  There was about a thousand people who marched, it was a peaceful protest yet there 
was no mention of it on the news.  Not one mention, because there was no trouble, it was all peaceful, 
they weren’t getting to show us as mobs and hooligans.

Sadly some young people think that violence is the answer, because they’re seeing the violence from 
the IRA over the past 30 years and the fact the media only cover the negative stuff. Not to mention 
what young people have seen with the Bobby Storey funeral, and how the policy were complicit in the 
planning of it.

What’s important to me now is getting our kids educated to the highest degree, getting them into 
the media, getting them into politics.  Kids are angry these days but they don’t know what they’re angry 
about.  There is also an issue with universities here. They are turning into cold houses for anyone from a 
unionist background. 

Politicians need to focus on the bread-and-butter issues, rather than the Orange and Green issues, 
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because those are the things that unite people rather than divide.  Housing, education, the health 
service, those will make a difference for people.  The thing is though that the way our government is an 
issue.  Mandatory coalition doesn’t work.  It’s never ever, ever worked anywhere, but we have to have it 
if we want to have our own government.  So as much as some of the politicians are terrible, a lot of the 
time it’s actually the system that’s broken.  I find it far more effective dealing with community workers 
than politicians, to be honest with you, people who are within the communities who know the issues, 
who are not having to teach what the issues are to sort them out.

FeMinisM

I  am supportive of women and love to see women in the highest stages in politics, I am also supportive 
of same sex marriage. As far as I’m concerned love is love, it’s people’s personal choice.  I’ve 

absolutely no problem with it.  Now, I do have problems with the Asher’s bakery row, trying to force 
people whose religion it is against.  I do have some issues with abortion from a personal perspective.  
It took me three years to have my first baby.  So, the thought it doesn’t sit well, but I can understand 
conditions where the child is not going to have quality of life, or the mother has been raped.  Of course 
there are exceptions, I understand that but I do think the timescale of how many weeks you can have an 
abortion should have a limit which is sooner. 
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What’s important to me now is getting 
our kids educated to the highest degree, 
getting them into the media, getting 
them into politics. Kids are angry these 
days but they don’t know what they’re 
angry about. There is also an issue with 
universities here. They are turning into 
cold houses for anyone from a unionist 
background.

lindsay
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hoMe 

I was born here in Greenisland, brought up with my mum and dad, I have three siblings above me, 
there’s a big age gap.  There’s 13 years between my and my brother and there’s 10 years between me 

and my siter and I also have another brother and he’s 7 years older than me.  I say that I’m mummy’s 
change of life child.  I don’t remember having a bad childhood, because by the time I was growing up my 
brothers and sisters were working so they were contributing to the house.  

My daddy was a plumber.  So, we had central heating before anybody else had central heating 
because he put it in.  My brother worked in Kernaghan’s Joinery in Carrick, and he put us wooden 
windows in. We didn’t have double glazing so my mum had net curtains, and then we had curtains, just 
to keep the cold out, and when you opened them up in the morning the ice was in the inside, it wasn’t 
for that long a period in my life as my older brother was a joiner so we got the windows fixed. 

My dad would have been very thrifty, because my mummy would have gave it away, she was the eldest of 
seven, my aunt Hazel, who was 13 years younger than her, lived two doors away from us, and they didn’t have 
a whole lot.  My mummy cooked and fed two families.  My aunt Hazel would have been a big influence in 
my life and thank goodness we still have her.  My daddy would go to the butchers and come home with half a 
lamb, half a pig, half a cow.  Let’s say I didn’t eat meat until I was in my 30s! My dad also went shooting so we 
had , rabbits hanging from the kitchen.  My daddy left school when he was 12 and worked on a farm.  So he 
knew how to cut the meat.  We were lucky because I really don’t remember us being without but others were.

My mum was a cleaner, between the two of them my mum was the educated one.  My mummy went 
to secondary school, she lived for us, if she had her way not one of us would be married, and not one of 
us would have left the house.

traditions

Our area in Greenisland was  mixed at that time. There was a lot of Catholic families, during the 
12th all the families got together and made sandwiches and lemonade, the kids had a small bonfire, 

which is still a big standard with all my family.  My daddy would have never hung a flag out.  He told us 
that nobody was picking his religion.  He says it was all a cult. 

lisa
Lisa was born in 1972, which was the worst year for casualties in 

Northern Ireland, with 479 people killed (including 130 British soldiers)
 and 4,876 injured.  Lisa comes from Greenisland, Co Antrim. 
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I remember going to the bonfire, it was right outside our house and we’d no other choice.  But 
growing up, I collected for the bonfire every other child was doing it too.  We also went to the country 
to see the bands as my granda played the Lambeg drum. I remember one of the times, I must have been 
16, 17, I got up early, it was 12th of July, I told my daddy that I going to the big Belfast parade, he wasn’t 
pleased but said he wouldn’t stop me.  When I got back, he was sitting on the edge of the sofa, I lay 
down beside him and cried and said I was never going to go to that period again. We had been following 
the bands and there was a couple of other girls too, unfortunately all these wee fellas were groping and 
pushing us.  There was also a lot of what I felt was hatred.  It wasn’t something I was used to as that’s 
not how I was brought up.  We certainly weren’t reared that way, and as children we were all mixing. 

the troUbles

Growing up I can remember bombs going off, especially if it was a still night, from right across the 
Lough.  I also recall my mum beating the head of my dad because he’d called into the pub because 

he couldn’t get home because of a bomb scare and she was so worried.  My dad was a character. 
I worked in Belfast and that would have been probably my first experience of the troubles, There 

were bomb scares 24/7.  I worked for a girl, Collette who came from the Markets area.  There was this 
particular time I remember the army coming because of a bomb scare, they were telling us to get out.  
Collette said it was a hoax and we were staying.  I remember being physically being sick in the toilet 
because I was concerned there was a bomb. 

I also recall a shooting in Ann Street at a pub called the 37 Steps. I had gone to Woolworths, and 
I was coming down to go down the street and seen a dead body lying where the IRA had just shot two 
fellas. I must have been about 16, 17, and I remember the police and them putting up a cordon. People 
were walking past this dead body like it was nothing.  I remember coming home, I told him my dad 
what happened.  I sobbed my heart out and said I wasn’t going back.  My dad took me back to work and 
blamed himself for isolating me from what had been going on.  I do think I was angry at daddy.

I started doing a hairdressing course at Rupert Stanley College.  I knew I had to stay in Belfast, because 
I wouldn’t have got the same opportunities in Carrickfergus. I didn’t really understand the extent of what 
was happening. Most of the girls I worked with were from New Barnsley, or the Markets.  I remember going 
out with one and us ending up in a pub where the IRA came in.  That was the first time I ever seen a hooded 
man with a gun.  I was probably around 18 at the time. I nearly pissed myself I was so frightened. I ended 
up going to a party in Divis Flats.  Looking back I’m actually quite proud of it, for the simple reason nobody 
should be isolated.  So, looking back, if it was one of mine, I would lose the will to live with worrying.

identity & Politics

We certainly weren’t allowed to use derogatory terms such as the word ‘Fenian’. He would have 
threw something at you if you’d said it, he would have corrected us saying that the world meant 

an Irish warrior, and those involved in the troubles weren’t warriors.  My daddy would have been very 
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history orientated and politics and voting was important. I can recall the times my daddy would have 
cut the photographs of politicians out of the Belfast Telegraph and then we’d all to sit around the radio 
when they were debating, and he would show the picture of the politician that was talking to us and 
asked who we would be voting for.

Now, he didn’t care whether you voted Sinn Fein, as long as you voted. This is a man that could 
hardly read nor write.  He had a hard upbringing too, but I don’t think it probably came as easy to him 
as it would have been with mummy.  Every time somebody spoke, whether it had been Ian Paisley, or 
whoever, he put their photograph in the centre, and we all had a piece of paper with who we agreed 
with, and that would be the end of it.  Now, it could take us bloody hours sitting at the table.  My ma was 
there to feed us and asking who we were going to vote for.  Of course, mummy voted Paisley through 
and through.  She’s from Tiger’s Bay.  Her mummy voted DUP.  My daddy didn’t want that, he wanted 
you to have your own opinion.

My eldest brother and my sister, the two oldest ones, wouldn’t have done anything wrong for my 
mummy.  So, if my mummy ever said to vote DUP, they voted DUP, whether they supported them 
or not. My daddy tried to stop that as he wanted you to have free will in a lot of things.  I remember 
growing up wanting to vote for David Ervine, I don’t think he gets the credit that he deserves and it was 
a pity what happened to him.  I don’t think he gets the credit for what he could have changed.  I also 
think that Martin McGuinness also had that same viewpoint only on a different scale.  I think the two of 
them sang from the same hymn book, but just different churches.  

I liked David Ervine because he didn’t want to divide.  He still wanted to keep us part of Britain, but 
he wanted equality, on both sides.  My view on it, and he wanted respect for both cultures, and probably 
bring in what we have now, Ulster Scots and the Irish Language.  

I work in the community now with Alternatives.  I did have a business here in Greenisland, and 
I have managed shops, I’ve also worked hard to help charities. Some politicians forget the bowl they 
were baked in.  I remember we had a bit of antisocial behaviour, all the kids must have had a WhatsApp 
group, and they were all meeting up at certain areas.  I recall Sammy Wilson came along to the train 
station as that’s where we were meeting with the Railway team to try and sort it out.  It was the first 
time Sammy Wilson turned up, yet  I was there every week.  You see some politicians only turn up for 
photographs.  The likes of Roy Beggs does fantastic work here. He helps with everything and comes and 
walks round the area with me yet there was  Sammy Wilson arriving with a photographer. It just wrecks 
me.

FeMinisM

All women should have rights, they should be allowed to speak.  Women should stand up for 
themselves.  I’m just not sure about the word feminist though. But I guess I am because I do want 

the best for people. 
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hoMe 

The first house I lived in was an old farmhouse that had been subdivided. My family rented the 
back return, it was about the same size as a two up two down. There weren’t decent rentals in the 

country, especially then. The family that lived in the front section were lovely. The children were similar 
in age to us, and we shared the school run. There were some issues as their dad was in a paramilitary (I 
can’t remember which) and sometimes visitors didn’t realise the house was split. Once our car windows 
were put in by someone who thought it was our neighbour’s car. 

Later we moved to our own farm. We had always lived in the countryside but this house was a bit 
more isolated. There was no phone line and this also meant we did not have internet access. The nearest 
town to us was a Republican town and where we lived it was a majority protestant, relatively isolated 
area. Luckily the family that lived at the nearest farm over from us had a phone so you always knew 
where to run if something happened. if we were going to the shop or the library, we always made sure to 
change out of our school uniform.

My father was a labourer who also farmed and my mum worked in factories and washed dishes for 
a hotel.  When my mum was made redundant we were able to buy our own farm. My parents were really 
hard-working people and full of love. They were very proud of us when we did well at school, they really 
valued education. Possibly because they did not have a chance at one themselves. My mum was always 
reading and took us to the library on Saturdays, I get my love for books from her. I’m from quite a large 
family, my parents have 17 siblings between them and in my immediate family there’s me and three 
siblings. 

When I transferred to a grammar school the uniform was really expensive and required unnecessary 
extras. Each sport had a slightly different kit and then there was a separate kit again for general PE. 
The PE kit required a white polo shirt embroidered with the school crest. I could have got a pack of two 
white polos for £12 but because it had to have the crest and come from a specific supplier, one shirt cost 

caroline
Born in the late 80s, Ballymoney, Caroline entered 

the world during some of the most vivid and horrific 
scenes of the troubles.  She was too young to vote in 

the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement.
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£25. I had a parttime job so I was able to buy some of my uniform myself. My parents could not have 
afforded it if we all went to the grammar instead of high school. 

Another big class identifier at school is school trips. I remember the French teacher handing out 
the permission slips and information pack for the week in France and saying to me that I should really 
consider it, that it was a great trip. When the deadline came up she said she was disappointed I hadn’t 
signed up and told me ‘you can’t always be a homebird’. As if that was why I wasn’t going. She really had 
no concept that the price for that trip was just ludicrously out of my reach. 

Most of what marked us out as working class were material differences but there were also cultural 
differences. It wasn’t unusual to be in a band in my high school but it was at the grammar I went to. I 
noticed that this resulted in class differences in instruments. Several of the middle class people I got to 
know at grammar school and university could play (or had had lessons on) the guitar, piano or a string 
instrument. It became clear to me that if you were able to play the Accordion or the flute it marked you 
out straight away as a working class loyalist. This was true of the bagpipes as a cultural marker and to a 
lesser extent, class. And of course these instruments and how you had access to them marked you out at 
once as a loyalist or at least a unionist. My family followed the Independent Loyal Orange Institution 
and this was something else that marked us out as working class.

traditions

Once a year we would all go to Barry’s. Then of course there was the 11th and the 12th. The nearest 
bonfire to us was at a wee townland, it was an area of housing and it had a church and an Orange 

Hall.  There was a concrete pad where an old shed had been and that’s where the bonfire was built. It 
wasn’t big, not much taller than a man. The next day we’d all go to the 12th together, it was better than 
Christmas. The day before Daddy would bring in an Ulster Banner and a Union Flag and we got to pick 
which one went up at the end of the lane and which one would be spread on the parcel shelf of the car 
for the drive to the field. It was really exciting, my parents worked long and unsocial hours so it was a 
rare day when we were all together.

A high point for me on the 12th was seeing the Margaret Wilson banner. I loved her story of 
defiance and standing up for what she believed right to the end. I admire her courage very deeply. I 
think even at a very early age that banner made me think about human rights and immigration. That 
banner had a profound impact on my life, a really positive one. it inspired me to get involved in work 
supporting asylum seekers after I graduated. Now at the 12th I love explaining the stories on the banners 
to the wee ones in my family, it’s such a privilege to be able to pass on that inspiring tradition. 

Sometimes there were sectarian hate incidents. At a 12th in Ballycastle a man shouted ‘black 
bastards’ at us. It was very frightening as I was still small enough to be up on my father’s shoulders. 
I started crying and my father gave me a great piece of advice, ‘don’t let that annoy you, we get that 
everywhere but just enjoy yourself’. I carry that piece of advice with me and I’ve never let someone 
else’s hate and bigotry stop me from participating in my community’s vibrant culture.
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the troUbles

The troubles were always there in the background, just part of life. One of the earliest things I 
remember is when we were going on a wee trip to a caravan, we left in daylight and we didn’t get 

there until pitch blackness because there was a diversion for a bomb in Newry, and obviously this was 
before phones or anything so it was a fold over map that we used to guide our way. At the time the 
disruption just seemed very normal. 

The bridge near our house was an army checkpoint and if we were just with Mum, it was normally 
fine but if Daddy was in the car they’d ask ‘who are you, where are coming from, where are you going’. 
Sometimes he’d have to get out of the car and open the boot and everything. It would be shocking now 
but it was just very normal to us then.

I suppose in terms of the big things, I remember the Drumcree dispute in the 90s really well. The 
parade started in the early 1800s and followed pretty much the same route since then. The houses which 
became the locus of the residents group were built in the 1950s and serious opposition did not begin 
until the late 80s. When people tell us to ‘walk where you are wanted’ they deliberately refuse to engage 
with the fact that they are asking us to base our access to our human rights on someone else’s whim. it 
was so clear that there was no political will outside of our community to do anything about Drumcree or 
about access to parading as a cultural right in general. It was clear to me that the middle classes and the 
Westminster government were willing to sacrifice our right to practice our culture as the price for trying 
to move things forward here. And that’s what I remember about Drumcree.

I lived near Ballymoney and remember the Quinn Brothers murder, that really stood out for all of 
us because me and my siblings would have been about the same age as them. It was such an awful crime.

I couldn’t vote in the Agreement referendum but I remember the discussion we had about 
it as a family. My mother did consider voting in favour of the agreement, I think the propaganda 
advertisements the government ran on the TV had an influence. The IRA had killed a young girl near 
where my mum lived when she was growing up and in the end it was the thought of early release for 
prisoners that made her vote against it. My father was opposed as he did not see how decommissioning 
could be guaranteed or even validated. 

My family didn’t believe the government was being completely honest about what had been offered 
to get the parties to the negotiating table. They were fairly sure that it included an amnesty and I think 
the On The Run letters were a type of amnesty so I think a lot of their fears were proven down the line. 
Support for or against the GFA is a bit of an unexplored fault line between rural evangelical loyalism 
and urban loyalism. 

Something that does annoy me a wee bit is whenever people suggest that if you were against the 
Good Friday Agreement you were against peace. The Good Friday Agreement was just one type of 
peace possible. You can be in favour of peace and still think the GFA was deeply flawed. I’ve lived most 
of my life in the post-Good Friday Agreement period and I’m glad an agreement happened because the 
violence definitely reduced post-agreement. As an adult I’m grateful the GFA happened, I’m glad there 
were loyalists who were willing to take risks for peace but I understand why some people thought voting 
Yes meant trading the opportunity for justice in order to secure peace.
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identity & Politics

My thoughts on the political situation at the moment is I think Stormont is inherently unstable but 
I don’t see a clear path around that. I think we must keep going with it. Whenever I hear from 

loyalists and unionists calling to bring down Stormont I think that’s a bad idea, I don’t think that has 
ever worked out well for us in the past. I’m feeling moderately hopeful about the political situation at 
the minute. Doug Beattie’s leadership of the UUP has been positive and is a real chance to recapture 
the votes of younger, small u Unionists and people from newly arrived communities. This will obviously 
have an impact on the DUP but also on the Alliance Party. Alliance activists have been much more 
active on Twitter, trying to snipe at more progressive UUP supporting accounts. This is a positive 
indicator for unionism as it means they see a more progressive UUP as a real threat. Julie-Anne Corr 
Johnston has joined the UUP and she is obviously a very progressive voice and Andy Allen is very class 
conscious.  

I’m not a big fan of unionist unity as I think it tends to result in a side lining of class concerns. 
Loyalists and other unionists obviously have a desire to remain part of the UK in common but apart 
from that there are major differences. Loyalists tend to be significantly more progressive, especially 
loyalist women. we don’t just want the union, we want a union that delivers material wellbeing, equal 
citizenship, and civil and religious freedom too. I think that’s quite different from many mainstream 
unionists. I wish there was an electable Loyalist party, but if the UUP can get elected on a more 
progressive ticket, okay, I’m willing to see how that goes. 

I think now the biggest concern must be the most immediate issues facing us. The protocol is an 
issue of identity as it has the potential to change our position in the United Kingdom so it undermines 
that principle of equal citizenship. It’s also very undermining to the principle of material wellbeing 
which is going to affect all of us but especially loyalists because we are working class and we will have 
less margin to absorb an economic downturn. I think we do ten billion pounds worth of internal trade 
with Great Britain, I think it’s less than half that that with the Republic. So, from an economic and 
constitutional point of view putting a border down the Irish Sea makes no sense. The protocol is my 
main immediate concern because it’s going to impact on my standard of living and on my constitutional 
position. 

Looking to the future more my major concern is legacy. We saw it whenever Sinn Fein put out a 
video for the hunger striker who was in prison for burning a woman to death but there was no mention 
of that in the video. I do think the apology issued by Gusty Spence created potential for a more 
nuanced approach to commemoration in the Loyalist community than in the Republican community. 
Ultimately, we need shared peace education and a commitment from all that violence will never solve 
the constitutional question.

Part of dealing with legacy has to be looking at why paramilitaries continue to exisit today. 
Paramilitarism still exists because more than 20 years on from the GFA we still have 25% of people 
living in poverty, a class segregated education system, and class and community segregated housing. 
Paramilitarism can be fixed through radical shifts in social policy; decriminalise drugs, establish a 
Universal Basic Income and move towards a four-day working week. Prosperity and equality will leave 
no room for the harmful aspects of paramilitarism. 
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The media is also an issue for loyalism.  Although I think they’re getting away with stereotyping 
and misrepresenting us less and less. And that’s due to younger loyalists like Stacey Graham and 
Emma Shaw, they’re asked to do an interview and they do it, they do it publicly. Of course they get torn 
apart on social media but they still stand up and do it. I think by engaging with the media even though 
we know we’re going to get rough treatment, at least we get some of our story across and it is slowly 
changing the narrative. Representation and stereotypes remain an issue though, even on the left. For 
example the description for an episode of Trademark’s ‘A Workers Guide to Everything’ podcast refers 
to loyalism as ‘an identity and political movement that is more British than the British’. This implies that 
we’re not ‘the’ British, we just think we are. This is an old sectarian trope and its alarming that the anti-
sectarian unit of the Irish labour movement would use it. 

More overt hate speech is also a major issue facing loyalists. It seems to be okay to say things like 
hun, orange bastard and all the rest of it, it’s becoming okay to say those things again. I was shopping 
in Londonderry before the pandemic and we went into a wee shop, I think it was called Acorn or 
something like that and they were selling mugs with “you stupid orange bastard”, on them and an 
image from Derry Girls.  While it may be a quote from Derry Girls, it’s not funny (I should say the mug 
was obviously not official Derry Girls merchandise). It’s becoming okay to say those things again if 
you can claim you’re doing it as a joke. I’m very conscious whenever it comes to the media as the only 
view people from outside working class areas or outside of Northern Ireland have of my community is 
communicated by the news and programmes like Derry Girls. I think there is a social responsibility on 
content creators to be mindful of perpetuating harm.

FeMinisM

As a rural evangelical loyalist and Ulster Scot I had no shortage of strong women role models. 
Margaret Wilson, Betsy Grey, Deborah, Jael and the resilience of the women in my community 

all served as great inspirations for a young girl but my journey to calling myself a ‘feminist’ has been 
a relatively long one. I had an evangelical upbringing so that had an impact but also there was a 
general backlash against feminism in popular culture when I was in my late teens and early twenties. 
People heard ‘feminist’ and thought Andrea Dworkin and bra burning. As a loyalist, feminism in NI 
also presented barriers to inclusion as 3rd wave feminism had developed around the same time as the 
troubles. Some feminist groups had aligned themselves with Irish Republicanism, taking what they saw 
as an anti-imperialist stance. I think the influence of prominent American feminists like Jane Fonda 
impacted on this as did the failure of working-class solidarity during the troubles. The result of this was 
that few feminist groups had any links with loyalist women. 

I had always held feminist views but expressing them was not always easy in this environment. When 
I got a job working to support asylum seekers I moved to England. I realised that most of our service 
users were men but I knew circumstances were worse for women in the countries of origin of the people 
we helped. I found out the reason for this disparity is because women find it harder to escape. They are 
more likely to be caring for children and older relatives, less likely to have access to their own money, 
less likely to be able to travel to escape routes without arousing suspicion. It was easier to see the 
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patriarchy and sexist discrimination at work when it was in a situation I was removed from. I was then 
able to see it clearly in my life and the lives of women I loved in NI.  When I moved back home I was 
determined to get a job in a feminist organisation and In my spare time I began volunteering with a pro-
choice group. 

I came into contact with very few other loyalist feminists, and I found the opinions within feminism 
about loyalists to be misinformed and sometimes sectarian. This did have an impact on my mental 
health. When Her Loyal Voice started operating it was very uplifting. Her Loyal Voice held space for 
loyalist feminists on social media and provided a way to find other loyalist feminists. I have noticed a 
change in the discourse within feminism about loyalists as a result. 
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hoMe 

I was born and raised in East Belfast, just off the Woodstock Road.  Our home was a very classic 
Belfast terraced two-bedroom house, in a street of about 100 houses.Whenever I was younger the 

area was great. That wee street was my bubble, my whole world. It was a really good street, there wasn’t 
that many kids, but the kids that were there all played together, there was also a really good community 
of people who all knew each other and looked out for each other.  We were all very much in other each 
other’s lives.  I was a bit of a contradiction because I was full of energy always had to be at something, 
and doing something, but I was also very shy. 

I absolutely loved the street, I was either kicking a ball, or out with my pram, or on roller skates, or 
pretending to be Batman with the other kids with bath towels wrapped round us like capes, I would be 
up and down the street talking to the pensioners who would be sitting outside at their front door.  It was 
very much that kind of street where few peoples doors were closed or locked, and everybody was in and 
out all day.  You could have walked into most people’s houses.  It was really lovely.  Me and my mum 
lived at one end of the street and my granny lived at the other.  I thought that was great, because I used 
to be up and down the street all day between the two houses, and my primary school was at one end of 
the street too.  It was just my wee world.  Everything was on my doorstep. 

I was brought up by my mum.  My dad was a soldier who lives in Scotland.  I was brought up here in 
Northern Ireland by my mum.  She was very active in the community.  She volunteered in a lot of roles 
in the local church in the pre-school and the summer schemes.  She volunteered for a restorative justice 
project in its early days after the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, whenever that was all starting 
to emerge within the community.  Whenever I was about six or seven our area was earmarked for re-
development, which wasn’t as great as what it sounded, my mum was a member of the local residents’ 
group which formed to try to fight the case of the local people, because there were hundreds of houses 
being demolished in each street, and only tens being put up in their place. 

I grew up in a very matriarchal family and in terms of the local community.  My granny, and 

laUren Kerr
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my great granny was a huge influence in my life.  My granny, who lived up the street, worked in 
the Civil Service for many, many years.  She only retired last year.  She started out working in a 
biscuit factory.  My great granny, who also came from the Woodstock Road, started out in the 
Ropework.  Then during the war she’d gone to London and Birmingham and worked in munitions 
factories, she came back and did various jobs, cleaning jobs here and there, and looked after my mum 
whenever she was born, and my gran was at work.  Those women were the three pillars in my life, 
growing up, and were very strong women, and women who all had their independence.  They were great 
role models. 

Coming from a working-class community, we had it tight, and certainly where I’m from everyone 
had it tight.  I was on free school meals at school.  We didn’t have a lot, and I know my mum tried very 
hard to make sure that I wasn’t aware of that, and I only fully appreciate that the older I get.  As I 
became financially independent, I started to fully realise just how tight things were. It wasn’t just that my 
mum that shielded me from that, I think the whole community did, because nobody had a lot of money, 
but everyone made sure that we got by, and everyone tried to have the best life they could with what 
they had.

traditions

We would always go to watch the bands on the 12th of July.  We would go with relatives to the Lisburn 
Road, which, to me, was always like a massive adventure, because I wasn’t totally aware of where 

the Lisburn Road was, but all of a sudden, we were on this road I didn’t know, and there were deck chairs, 
you’d sandwiches, and there was loads of people, all sitting and watching as the bands went by. The 1st of 
July band parade, I always thought it was great because it went by close to the bottom of our street.

I kind of remember the phases of bonfires as they became bigger, but I remember being wee, and 
there was a bonfire just at the end of the street, just a small one, where my school was, and everybody 
used to come out to watch it.  It was obviously quite early, because I was allowed to stay up and watch 
it.  As the area was redeveloped, there was a lot of spare ground, that was whenever the big, big bonfires 
came, and the parties.  But I do remember even around the Twelfth the street parties.

the troUbles  

(post-Belfast Good Friday Agreement)

Even though I was really young I remember Drumcree, and it must have been one my earliest 
memories, because I would have been four years old at the time.  It was during the time whenever 

trouble was kicking off everywhere.  There was fighting with police in our local area, and everybody’s 
wheelie bin got stolen and burnt on the road.  Another memory was a local store got burnt out.  I can 
also recall being in the pram, and mum taking me to a protest parade.  It is so vivid because it felt like 
the whole street went.
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There would have been trouble in the area.  People fighting with the police and the army and what 
I know now to be punishment beatings and shootings.  As kids your family and neighbours would have 
tried to shield you from it as much as possible but it was always part of the atmosphere.

I’ve memories of the Omagh bomb, it was on my granny’s TV.  I can remember the signing of the 
Belfast Good Friday Agreement, and the debates going on between neighbours at the time.  It was such 
a big talking point. Even after the signing of the Agreement there was still trouble.

There were great things too that came from the signing of the Agreement, all these great school 
trips around the town, the Waterfront Hall opening and the Odyssey opening.  All of a sudden it felt 
like the world was opening up to us, even positive TV adverts started coming on.  I can remember just 
all of a sudden, things felt as if they were buzzing, good and more positive.

identity & Politics

My identity is something that I love talking about.  I love the complexity of identity.  We have such 
a mixed identity here and each one influences the other.  You can identify as many things, or as 

few as you want to.  Over the years it’s been an ongoing conversation I’ve had with myself.  My identity 
has probably changed and shifted, and it probably will continue to do so.  The strongest identity I feel 
is Northern Irish.  I feel very strongly about Northern Ireland, about the people here, and I feel really 
proud of where we’ve ended up after all that we have been through.  I also feel British.  I feel part of 
the UK and I want to be part of the UK.  That is something that influences me in my outlook in life and 
influences me culturally in terms of music, literature and art.  I also have a sense of Irishness.  I live on 
the island of Ireland.  I’m influenced culturally that way too.  I feel an easy blend of the three.

I was brought up to be open minded to different ideas, different people and ways of life. I was given 
the space to go through that uncomfortable period of working out who I was and how I identified.  I was 
influenced very heavily by my great granny who would have been very quick to tell you that she was born 
1919 before Northern Ireland was even created.  I never had anything imposed on me. 

I was a ferocious reader, which was very much encouraged.  I loved going to the library and 
reading to learn more.  It was very much instilled in me that knowledge is important and that it 
opens doors.  There was an open-mindedness in our house that you could talk about whatever you 
wanted.  There was nothing off limits.  Me and my mum would have heated political debates.  You 
either changed each other’s minds with your points or you got knocked down a peg or two, which was 
good.  It was a political house, and I mean that not just across my family, but the community as well.  It 
was political with a small p, everyone gave all the political parties hell.  I was very much brought up 
to understand what is important, what is needed and to know how you ask for it as well as well as the 
important of knowing how to change things.  For me it’s important to know your value as well as to 
know your community’s value.  So, I think that kind of start in life has stood me well.

I have come to the conclusion that the thing that is very important is allowing people to live a 
comfortable life with as few worries as possible.  Making sure that the national health service is able 
to support people, that people have access to a good education, that there are good and sustainable 
jobs and people have a good income and affordable, good quality homes are available.  The things 
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that I probably thought would be important when I was teenager aren’t and I think now as long as you 
have your health, you have a community around you, whatever that is, whether that’s friends, family, 
both, and that you have a safety net to fall back on.  Those combinations of things are what I think are 
important and important in ensuring that other people have.

My thoughts on the current political situation is one of frustration.  Whatever people may think of 
the Good Friday Agreement, it gave us a start.  It gave us a fresh start, and it gave us the opportunity 
and the breathing space to give people here better lives than what they’d had in the decades before 
them, and I don’t think we’ve fully grasped that opportunity.  There is an absence of the level of 
violence that we once had.  We aren’t making each other’s lives a misery, and killing each other, but I 
think the absence of violence doesn’t necessarily mean that we have fully realised the potential of what 
we were given.  I think we really lack aspiration, and giving our people confidence, and something to 
look forward to.  I think, particularly within unionism or loyalism, we’ve spent the last 20 odd years 
being told that we’re the losers, and people start to believe that when you routinely tell them that.

That negativity has come from politicians, although there are many politicians out there who are 
doing really good work and are really trying to set a positive vision.  But I think the narrative over the 
last 20 years has been one of our community being the losers, and people start to believe that, people’s 
heads go down and they start to lose their confidence.  Then you add into the mix the housing crisis, 
job losses, lack of opportunities. That’s what concerns me, because when people feel they’ve nothing to 
lose then that’s when you see things start to get out of control.  I would like to see our politicians being 
more positive, and not just in words, but in deeds as well.  Whenever you open the paper, you want to 
see exciting plans for transport, housing, the health service, stuff that you can look forward to because 
sometimes in the past that’s been the problem, things haven’t been very evenly distributed from the top 
down.  A little bit of the hope was created in 1998, we need that back.

FeMinisM

How could I not call myself a feminist?  I believe so strongly now more than ever that a woman’s 
place in the world must be equal, the fact is that across the world, to varying degrees, women are 

not equal.  We see very extreme versions of that around the world but even here in the UK we don’t see 
equality. Whether that’s in employment, in reproductive rights, in justice terms, there are entire areas 
of life where women are being let down.  Sometimes I scratch my head at why some women shy away 
from the word feminist, because if we can’t advocate for ourselves, who will, and I feel very strongly 
about women organising and raising their voices on the issues that affect us because history tells us that 
nobody else will.

In Northern Ireland I think women have been really badly served here for decades, probably much, 
much longer than that. It is really frustrating to me, as I am pro-choice and believe in a woman’s right 
to choose.  I think people fully informed should be able to make decisions over their own body, and it 
has really frustrated me that women have been shamed for needing abortions and have been sent away 
to somebody else’s doorstep to access what is fundamentally health care.  I hope this will be resolved 
sooner rather than later, because women deserve to be able to access health care that is safe, that is 
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legal, that is free, and that is on their own doorstep.  The days of women having to get on the boat, or 
get on the plane, or worse, take it into their own hands, have to be over, it can’t be reality for women 
anymore.

Unless something directly affects you, you might not get too exercised about it, and I think equality 
issues are the most extreme version on that, because quite often it will affect a smaller section of 
society.  Looking at the marriage referendum in the South, something that was a huge turning point 
for that was whenever people started relating it to their sons and daughters, or their brothers or sisters, 
and the same with the repeal referendum, it was whenever people started to think about their family 
members, and people started to tell their stories. For my own experience of coming out I can personally 
say I’ve been met with nothing but unconditional love.   But this is not everyone’s experience.  It hasn’t 
always been easy but I think it’s important for me to live authentically, not just for myself but in a hope 
it will contribute to making other people’s lives and journeys easier. 

I also think that within unionism and loyalism, we haven’t embraced the equality agenda as much 
as we could or should, because the narrative may not suggest it, but it’s fully in our interests to do so, 
whether it’s equality for women, for people who are LGBT, for people who are disabled, for people who 
are black, minority ethnic communities, I’m really sad sometimes that as unionists/loyalists we do retreat 
a wee bit from it.  I do wish we were a little bit more on the front foot about it.
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I was a ferocious reader, which was 
very much encouraged. I loved going to 
the library and reading to learn more. 
It was very much instilled in me that 
knowledge is important and that it opens 
doors. There was an open-mindedness 
in our house that you could talk about 
whatever you wanted. There was nothing 
off limits.

laUren
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hoMe 

I  lived in North Queen Street, we had a living room, two bedrooms and the working kitchen. We didn’t 
have a bathroom and the toilet was out the back.  There wasn’t any central heating, just a coal fire. 

We would get washed in the sink, then once a week we would go to the Baths, Grove Baths. It was 
great, I loved it as the attendant would run the bath for you. I had two brothers and a sister and we were 
shoved in that back room like sardines.  

My granny and granda also lived with us at the time.  There was 8 of us in a two-bedroomed house.  
It was very cramped. My mum and dad had the big bed in the front room.  There was bunk beds in the 
back and granny and granda had a bed in the front room. there, and bunk beds there.  Well, when Hugh 
came along, him and Bobby took that, them bunk beds, and when Marie came along, me and her had 
the other.

Initially my dad was in the Army, travelling the world really.  He then started work on the buses, 
driving them and mum was a cleaner.  But my dad got the sack.  It was because trouble erupted one 
night and he wouldn’t drive through it, instead taking another route.  He was sacked for it.  After that 
he got a cleaning job at Stormont.  He was a supervisor but it was night shift.

I went to Currie Primary and then Mountcollyer Secondary School.  My first job was in Thompson’s 
Bakery on the Crumlin Road.  I really loved that job. I would look after the shop by myself.  When I left 
they iced this lovely big cake.  To be honest I didn’t want to leave there but I got a job which was better 
pay at Gallaher’s factory. I was an operator of my own machine. After having 3 children, I just couldn’t 
go back, I had to leave to look after the kids.  Gallagher’s wanted me to go back but I just couldn’t leave 
the kids with my mum. 

I got married when I was only 17.  My husband was in the UDA, which I didn’t know about. I 
remember he would say he was going to meetings.  This went on for a while, then one day I asked what 
meetings he was going to. He told me it was the UDA. I can remember finding guns hidden in the 
house.  They were going to rob the butchers.  Another time I heard banging downstairs and went to 

elizabeth
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She married and had five children.  
Her husband was a member of the UDA.
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down to see what was going on.  My husband had brought a fella home to try and fix him up because he 
had been making bombs and one of them went off in his hand.  I was raging at him for bringing him to 
our house with kids upstairs. 

There were times when he went away for a bit with the UDA.  He would have trained others how 
to shoot. They would also have a show of strength round the streets wearing balaclavas.  I can recall 
one time my mother-in-law accosted him when they were marching.  Trailing him out of the line to give 
him what for! We would have had Republicans coming over from the New Lodge in to the area, causing 
trouble, trying to shoot people. There were some dark days I have to say, days I’d care to forget. 

My husband was initially a glazer but then he was made redundant and went on the dole.  He did 
do the double though because we just couldn’t cope with just me doing the odd cleaning job and having 
5 kids.  I know there are food banks now, they weren’t called that back then but people would help you 
out with food and stuff.  My kids also got free school meals and there was also free milk at that time too.  
My mum would have helped out too.  It was hard.

traditions

I loved the 11th and 12th of July.  We would have walked all the way with the bands to Edenderry.  After 
making it to the filed we would have just sat about.  The field was awful to be honest, when it rained it 

was like a swamp, I’ll never forget it.  My clothes were stinking with all the muck!  I also went and seen 
the bonfires but it wasn’t that often I could get.  

When I was younger I was going out with a guy called Seamus.  His dad hated me because I was a 
Protestant.  Coming up to the 11th night I would ensure that Seamus got home before the fires were lit.  
It didn’t last as his dad just didn’t like me so it was best to end it.  The thing is I didn’t care what religion 
someone was but others did. I can remember Seamus even telling me that he would change his religion 
to be with me.  It was so sad what has happened over the years because of religion.

the troUbles  

The troubles were awful.  I can recall being in a pub having a drink, and the army came in with their 
guns, and they pointed them at my dad who was there with me.  My dad jumped up and said to 

him ‘See you, I’ve forgot more than you’ll ever learn, get that gun away out of our face.’  So, they went.  
Another time I was out with my dad when there was some commotion.  The owner told us to go upstairs 
and hide as the Army were out looking for my dad.  It was because he was in the UVF.  The thing is 
I don’t know half of what my dad did.  We never talked about it. I can recall this one time I seen him 
coming home in the early hours with his knuckles all smashed in and bleeding.  He’d been fighting. My 
mum never said anything to me about it.  Although dad did take me upstairs one day and opened his 
wardrobe, and showed me his uniforms.  There were two uniforms.  There was a UVF uniform, and 
there was a soldier’s uniform.

Being married to someone in the UDA caused a lot of trouble.  I had just had my son and returned 
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from hospital when there was a rap at the door. When I opened it there were soldiers standing there. 
They were there to search the house for guns.  They pulled skirting boards off, pulled my son from his 
Moses Basket, searching underneath him.  The house was a mess. 

There was a situation where I was asked to join the UDA but when I seen that I’d have to know how 
to use a gun, I decided against it. It certainly wasn’t for me even though everybody was extremely scared 
at that time because there was so many bombings and people getting killed.  We really did fear for our 
lives. 

Unfortunately my brother ended up in prison during that time.  He joined the UDA too and was 
going to go and shot a Catholic.  He was stopped by the Army and was sent to prison for attempted 
murder. He was let out on good behaviour, he got out of the UDA and turned his life around.  It could 
have been so much worse had he not been caught.  

The Troubles really did disrupt live and impacted on people.  I can remember working in Gallaher’s 
on the 6am to 2pm shift, and they had started rioting in North Queen Street.  So, they took us out into 
the big car park to keep us safe until it was over.  They also helped us get home.  I can remember my 
work friend got shot in the leg.  It was because she was in the IRA.

Politics

I really don’t have any time for politicians these days.  They are in it for themselves.  They don’t 
understand what we went through or what we’re going through now.  I mean I certainly wouldn’t like 

a United Ireland because I’m British and wouldn’t like to have to pay for the Health Service or pay for 
prescriptions. I also wouldn’t get the benefits I get now that I’m disabled.

I do support those who are gay as they love who they love.  I’ve no issue with that at all and I’ve a 
family member who is gay.  I do believe in abortion under certain circumstances but then I guess it’s up 
to the woman to decide, isn’t it? 
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I really don’t have any time for politicians 
these days. They are in it for themselves. 
They don’t understand what we went 
through or what we’re going through now. 

elizabeth
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hoMe 

I was reared in poverty and when I got to my teenage years, early teenage years, we had a very hard 
time in terms of poverty. We were made homeless whenever I was about eight.  Mum and dad 

couldn’t pay the rent.  We eventually did get moved into another house round where we lived until I was 
about 23, it was at the time I was getting engaged to be married. I can recall mummy falling behind in 
her mortgage payments and again we were made homeless and had to call on the help and support of 
family and friends to get us a wee house to live in.  I’ve been homeless twice from I was a child, right up 
to young adulthood. 

When I was young we lived in a street of terraced housing.  It was a wee two up, two down.  It had 
no bathroom.  It had an outside toilet.  It was about half a mile from the town centre, so it was very 
local.  It wouldn’t have been a very extensive area.  It was rented accommodation and I lived there in my 
early childhood years of my life with my family.

We had no other children in our street.  So, me and my siblings played on our own together. One of 
my aunties lived about eight doors up, the other auntie lived on the same street too, another auntie lived 
in the street behind.  All of our family was one street away from each other, and me and my siblings, for 
the most part of our youngest childhood, played together on our own or visited our family.  

Whenever I was younger, mummy cleaned a local school.  She also worked in the wee café.  She 
held down two jobs because my dad was flipping from jobs all the time.  My daddy didn’t have stable 
work at all.  He was working in a bakery, then about six months later he would have been working in 
a car showroom, washing cars.  My mum always kept stable work, even though it was very low paid.  
Daddy never could hold down a job, going from job to job, to job, and would have just came home and 
said to mum, ‘I’ve just told them to stick their job up their ass.’ Dad had no temperament for being told 
what to do in a job, and never stuck at any.

The thing is my mum had no choice, she had to continue working and also take on extra hours or 
get more work.  Mummy was the breadwinner in our house throughout my whole childhood, right up 

sUsan
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until I was 23.  My dad came from a very unstable home as a child himself.  He had a very traumatic and 
turbulent childhood.  I didn’t realise it when I was young but now that I’m an adult I know that. Daddy 
also had a severe mental health problem, it wasn’t diagnosed until I was about 10, his poor mental 
health meant that he just couldn’t cope with life in general.   Looking back, I think that was the reason 
for not being able to hold down a job.

My mummy was very strong, she never went a day without working.  I believe she is the one who 
gave me the work ethic that I have. My mummy never took a day off sick, in fact she had three jobs at 
one stage, working in a chippy, cleaning, and doing housework for people.  It was always very low paid 
work, but she always made sure that me and my siblings got washed and fed.  My mum very much is the 
reason why I am where I am today.  I put it all down to my mummy.

A lot of people don’t know my real story and to be honest I shouldn’t be where I am today really, 
especially when you look at my upbringing.  It really probably should have been worse than what it 
is.  It’s because of the fact that I was reared in complete poverty.  I mean, mum had to get stuff from 
foodbanks.  We were given second-hand clothes all the time.  My daddy had no money.  We lived on 
benefits.  Daddy with severe mental health problems.  My schooling suffered, and everything else with 
that, and then really rebellious teenage years, really rebellious against everything, against mummy and 
daddy and everybody.  I was just so angry because of the way my life had turned out.  When I hit about 
19 I caught myself on.  I had been a straight A student in primary school, even though what happened 
to mummy and my daddy, and then when I went to senior high school I got my GCSEs, and then I just 
went boogaloo.  I couldn’t cope, I think it was what I had witnessed and seen with my daddy.  My daddy 
was sectioned under the Mental Health Act.  We ended up going into residential respite care to help 
mummy cope and give us a break as children.   

When I hit about 16, there was a lot of drinking, a lot of mitching off school.  I was put on monthly 
report at 17 at school because I had missed something like 300 days in two years of schooling.  I was 
starting to get involved with the police and getting lifted by the police.  I was starting to drink a lot and 
I just went down a really, really, really dark bad path for about two years.  Looking back on that now, I 
do think it’s what happened with my daddy, and then mummy always having to be out working, it meant 
that I was always at home with a mentally unwell daddy all the time.  I really felt like I had to be my 
daddy’s carer from I was a very young age.  When I turned 18, I failed all my A levels. Mummy opened my 
A level results, she burst out crying. I saw the pain, and anger, and upset on her face. She was devasted 
because she knew how smart I was. Mummy woke me up that day, I told her that I’d do my best to fix it.

I went to a local technical college and I re-sat my A levels the next year, I got into University.  I 
was the first one out of my whole family to go to University.  Nobody out of our whole family and wider 
family circle had been to University.  Mummy and daddy couldn’t afford for me to live up there.  I 
would get a train every day up and down to the University. Looking back it was tough, because I was on 
my own. I had none of my friends with me.  I finished my degree and finished with a 2:1.  From there I 
went on for a master’s degree, I got the highest mark in that year with something like 84, 85%.  

I went from nothing at 18, to coming out of university at 24, with an HND with a distinction, a degree, 
and a master’s degree with commendation, all in five years.  I managed to turn my whole life around.  My 
husband also helped me turned my life around.  He came at the right time when I was 18. My mummy 
worked every hour God sent to put me through university I would say my career is all down to my mum.
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traditions

My daddy was in a pipe band whenever I was really small.  My first memories is daddy in the pipe 
band going out to walk on the Twelfth.  He was in a number of bands, but the main one was 

him playing the base drum player with the big furry pom pom sticks.  I can recall the smell of kilts and 
shoe polish, I remember his socks with a wee tartan ribbon down the side of them.  I loved the feel of 
his socks, because they were a real thick army kind of a socks, and the black shoes with the buckle. My 
dad was also in the Orange Order when he was younger, but he had left that by the time I was born, but 
my grandfather and my uncles, were also in the Orange.  I can remember seeing my family members 
parading on the Twelfth.

We were very much reared in an Ulster Scots background.  My dad has always had a strong 
connection with Scotland.  He would read books about Scotland, and very much into his history.  He 
would have told us the stories about King William.  It was my dad’s thing, mummy wasn’t that interested 
in it. I’d say that’s where my interest in history comes from.

My dad also painted the Lambeg drums.  When I was a younger dad would have sat in our living 
room and painted and touched up drums. He painted a drum called the White Admiral, and I can 
always remember it, because it would have had King William’s head on it.  My dad is a fantastic drawer, 
fantastic painter, he was supposed to go to art school but his mummy died when he was 17, suddenly of 
cervical cancer.  That meant he ended up looking after the other children.  He was the oldest, because 
of this his education went down the toilet. My dad played the Lambeg drums too and he taught us how 
to play, I’m not great at it but I can play a couple of tunes. I’ve always had an affinity with the Lambeg 
drums.  

We also attended the 12th of July celebrations in town where they used to have a man dressed as 
King William on a horse, he would parade along the streets.  I was very young, maybe about three, I had 
a band stick in my hand, the wee red, white, and blue band stick, with the padded ball at the end of it.  I 
remember sitting with my feet on the edge of the kerb, and my feet nearly in the gully, watching King 
William coming down the street.  

I’m lucky I had the two of them (parents that is), because between the two of them I have my mum’s 
work ethic and my dad’s love of history, culture and Lambeg drumming. 

the troUbles  

In and around 1985/86 I can recall a young man getting hit with a plastic bullet, I was at the corner of 
the street when that happened. I remember mummy screaming, and I remember my friend falling 

and getting trailed up the street.  She had grit all down her legs from that fall.  It was chaotic with Land 
Rovers all over the place. Then there’s the 1985/86 riots and then the Drumcree protests. Of course 
there’s small bits and pieces of good stuff, but most of it seems to be more the darker side of it.  Looking 
back on it, that was a scary time with killings all over the place and even with bonfires and paramilitaries 
showing up.  When I was 10 or 11 I was at this one bonfire.  It was during a time when the police were 
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getting attacked.  There were some at the bonfire that got hold of a dead pig and dressed it up in an 
RUC uniform and hung it from a rope from the bonfire.  It was the most scariest, gruesome thing that I 
ever saw. I also remember the UVF jumping out at a bonfire and shooting bullets in the air, Jesus that 
scared the life out of me at 10 or 11.

Another significant thing that I recall was the two soldiers getting pulled out of the car in West 
Belfast.  That still makes me sweat and palpitate, even now, because you know the way it’s going to 
end.  I still can’t really watch that, and I remember daddy and mummy having the Sunday World papers 
and pictures of their feet with socks and covered in blood.  That still sticks in my mind as a really, really 
traumatic, awful thing.  Another memory was Gerry Adams had a weird voice on TV when I was very 
young, and it freaked me out.  I was always afraid of him, but didn’t know why I was afraid of him, but 
it’s because his mouth and voice never synced at the same time.

The IRA getting shot in Loughgall is something else I remember as a young child, that always sticks 
in my mind. 

identity & Politics

I am a very, very proud Protestant woman.  I definitely am.  I’m protective of the Protestant community 
because I know sometimes, yes, they can act impulsively, look like they are out of control and 

uncoordinated but I still remain proud to be born a Protestant.  I love our culture.
I like bonfires, it’s part of how we portray our history and our past with the arrival of King William 

at Carrickfergus, but I don’t like what they’ve become.  When it comes to the 11th night, I have 40 or 50 
people in my garden.  We all get together and celebrate.  We have the four or five days of the Twelfth, 
and the Thirteenth.  I like all of that and it’s part of me.  The only thing I don’t like is how big they’ve 
got and what they put on them.  That’s the bit that bothers me and that’s the bit that I would always 
argue against.  I’m a proud Protestant woman, but there are parts of my culture and identity that I do 
challenge and I will challenge.  

I also don’t like flags flying from lampposts.  I absolutely love the colour of the Union flag. I’m 
very proud to stand under that flag but again, I don’t like how it’s expressed.  I don’t like it flying from 
lampposts in tatters. That is not how I was raised to fly a flag, it was outside your front door, on the 
front of your house, put out 1st July put away end of July. I like to see respectful bonfires, respectful 
band parades, respectful orange order marches and respectful flag flying.  

What is important is education and the education of my children and my children growing up to be 
strong women.  I want them to know that they need to stand up for their rights as a woman, that they 
are entitled to as much as any man.  I’m always instilling that in my two children about being a young 
strong Protestant woman, strong in their identity, strong in their culture, not hurting anybody else when 
they do that, and going to school, and pushing themselves as far as they can.  I have taught my children 
about respect through cultural expression, accepting difference but acknowledging and respecting their 
own identity and culture too. I know that my education got me out of the situation that I was in as a 
child, and that’s what I’m saying about turning my life around. If I hadn’t pushed myself, I certainly 
wouldn’t have been doing what I am doing now. Education turned my life around.  
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So, education, for me, is very important.  It’s probably the top priority for me, as a mummy, and as 
a woman, and as a Protestant woman, because I know, as time has moved on, the demographics of the 
workforce has changed significantly, and there are more Catholic people in higher positions, and it used 
to be the other way around.  My children have a right to be also at that level, and I think we’re playing 
catch up now compared to 20 or 30 years ago.

We’re playing catch up because the Protestant community didn’t really value education, because it 
was always seen as a given. Every job was a given and that was a big mistake, that sense of entitlement 
is gone along time ago and to be honest probably should never have been there in the first place.  Equal 
playing field for all.  The Catholic community knew that their way out of poverty and inequality was to 
educate themselves, and their families. I think now we’re starting to wake up to the same fact 30 years 
later.

The political situation at the moment is very chaotic, it’s all over the place, I can’t even keep up with 
it, never mind anybody else who’s maybe not even interested in politics. When it comes to the voting, 
I know I will not be voting the same way I always did and who I always did.  I do know that, for a fact. 
I think one party in particular treats the community like a herd of sheep, they all lead and we follow. 
Well I can see through their antics but I know people will vote for them still.  I know people will vote for 
them out of fear.   

I’m going back to my point about me being a strong Protestant woman.  People talk about the 
Protestant community when they’re even in the room, like they’re knuckle draggers, no brains, and 
even I was at a workshop a few weeks ago where they started talking like that and I had to stop them. I 
told them not to treat us all with the contempt like we’re all thick, or we can’t articulate our own views, 
because we certainly can, and we will. Unionist political parties need to realise that too and with the 
Protocol and the rallies etc I think they are starting to see that the Unionist/Loyalist Community does 
have a voice. They need to realise that generations are coming up now who will speak up for themselves.

FeMinisM

I definitely see myself as a feminist, something I would not have seen a while ago. In the Protestant 
community, women’s equality was never something that was ever discussed. I never had conversations 

as a young woman with any of my family or friends about equal rights for women. Equality was seen 
as a dirty word, a word used against the Protestant community. It was seen as something that was 
nationalist. It is only now many years later I have learnt the importance of equal rights and how these 
apply to women so I would now say I stand strong as a feminist Protestant woman. I know my worth and 
the worth of other women, I will stand up for equal treatment in terms of maternity rights, equal pay, 
abortion, employment, childcare and all other rights that a woman should be entitled to. I also try and 
instil this into my children that women and especially Protestant women need to stand strong and firm 
and realise that rights are for all, not just one community.

Unheard Voices

74



What is important is education and 
the education of my children and 
my children growing up to be strong 
women.  I want them to know that 
they need to stand up for their rights 
as a woman, that they are entitled to 
as much as any man. 
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