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here are some people out there who believe that Joe Baker
is a very well educated man who done well at school
and studied hard at university, the facts however are very
different. When Joe left school he could barely read and write,
(mainly teaching himself later using children’s books) and the
nearest he’s ever been to university was the Students Union Bar.
From the Barrack area of the New Lodge, Joe, like a lot of Belfast
kids at that time, was constantly in and out of trouble. He
believes he holds the record for the most amount of people after
him at one time which included the IRA, (both Provisional and
Official), INLA, RUC and a patrol of the British Army who
sought him after he cleared off with their money after they
foolishly asked him to go to the shop. But to stay on the fair
side he was one of those kids who got blamed on a lot more that
what he actually done.
He states that his interest in local history began in these days
when he and his friends drank cider in the local graveyard and
the only real pastime was reading the tombstone inscriptions. It
was as a result of this reading that he ‘obtained’ a small book
called As I Roved Out by Cathal O’Byrne and the seeds for one
of Belfast’s most distinguished local historians were planted.
The very first article he ever wrote was for a publication called
Not The New Lodge News which was compiled by members of
the Artillery Youth Club. It was also through this club that he
was one of a team who organised a photographic exhibition on
the New Lodge area. A few years after this Joe, along with
Michael Liggett, established the Glenravel Local History Project
and the contribution made to the archives on local history since
then have been unbelievable. In addition to his local historical
writings he has organised massive photographic exhibitions,
conducted tours of historical sites (which have even included
the Crumlin Road Jail) and gave talks in institutions such as
Queen’s University and the Hydebank Young Offenders Centre
where he talked about the importance of education.
His material has been reviewed in almost ever paper in Ireland
as well as titles ranging from the Guardian through to the
Sunday Times and he can be seen regularly on various local
television programmes discussing topics of historical interest.
This publication is a compilation of the articles Joe has written
for the North Belfast News in which he has a weekly column.
I would like to dedicate this small book to the memory of my parents

Jean
Who died on the 10th of January 2000

Charlie
Who died on the 1st of May 2002

Editor North Belfast News

Joe Baker was already well known in North
Belfast for his prolific output of assorted publications and magazines on local history, ghost
and true crime stories, the McMahon Murders
and the Troubles, and his campaign to have the
historic importance of the Old Clifton Street
Cemetery recognised by Belfast City Council,
before I asked him to contribute a regular
column to the North Belfast News early in 2002.
Joe had written occasionally for the paper
before that but his ‘Looking North’ column has
featured in every edition of the paper since
March 2002 and has become one of the most
talked about and argued about columns in the
paper.
I am delighted that Joe has now taken the time
to pull the best of those articles together to
make them available to the public in book form
and those who buy the book won’t be
disappointed as Joe has included some of his
very best pieces.
I look forward each week to Joe arriving in the
North Belfast News’ office with disk in hand, a
couple of tales and a bit of banter, before I get
the privilege of getting to see his piece before
his regular readers.
Joe’s focus is still very much on local history
but he is always on the lookout for the quirky,
and the fun generated by many of North
Belfast’s great characters of the past.
His ghost stories and his tongue-in-cheek look
at some of the court cases, which featured in
the newspapers of yesteryear, have become a
hugely popular feature with our readers.
Joe Baker has also proved time and time again
that local history is anything but boring and that
much of our history is still relevant to the present
day.
He has exchanged historical brickbats with
some of our local politicians on the front pages
of the North Belfast News and in other print
and broadcast media on the McMahon Murders
and the activities of an RIC murder gang.
I wish Joe every success therefore with this
latest book and with his current output for the
North Belfast’s community newspaper hopefully
it won’t be long until the next edition is ready to
go to print.

NORTH BELFAST
A Scattered History
Joe Baker
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North Belfast in 1888
the year Belfast became a city
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Waterworks: a natural place of beauty,
or a haven for anti-social behaviour?

T

here are many people in North Belfast who
would have different views on one of our ar
eas most famous spots - the Waterworks. Some
see it as a place of natural beauty, others see it as a
haven for glue sniffers, drinkers and drug dealers and
some even see it as a threat as the recent proposed
‘peacelines’ through it proved. There is no doubt that
most of us see the need to do something about this site
and over the years it has fallen constantly into decline.
The Waterworks was also in the news recently on a
more positive note when a group of locals organised a
fishing competition in the ‘Wats’ and stressed their wish
of restocking the upper pond for this purpose. Needless to say it had its objectors with environmentalists
stating that this practice was a danger to the Waterworks resident birds which range from swans through
to geese with the odd herring thrown in.
A DIFFERENT WATERWORKS
Recently I got talking to one of the organisers of the
fishing competition and he was telling me about their
plans to getting the Waterworks back to the way it was
in terms of this popular sport. This got me thinking
and I thought it would be a brilliant thing if we had the
whole Waterworks the way it used to be.
Now I’m no coffin dodger and I can put my hand up
and claim that I am well and truly on the right side of
40 but I can remember a Waterworks that was so different to the one we know today.
ROWING BOATS
For a start, in the lower section the river was always
kept spotless and there wasn’t a cider bottle to be seen.
At the lower pond there was boating of all types such
as family rowing boats right through to model boat
races. On top of this the pond was also accompanied

by paddling pools for the kids which are actually still
there under the tarmac. The whole area was awash with
colour in the summer time with all the flower beds and
even I can remember the round one at the Antrim Road
which was always designed as a clock.
SWIMMING POOL
When we were kids the upper section was the place to
be as in the summer months this was the local swimming pool. Some people looking at the upper section
today would find it hard to believe this judging by the
state of the place now but there was once a time when
there was not a shred of broken glass to be seen and
the Parkie kept the rubbish out of the water.
The Waterworks was one of the few actual swimming pools in Belfast up until recent times. A swimming pool is not to be confused with public baths such
as those on the Falls, Peter’s Hill, Ormeau Avenue etc.
They were, as the name suggests, public baths designed
for people to wash and not swim although both of
course were done. The Waterworks was an outdoor
swimming pool and was joined in the 1930’s with others built in public parks such as Ormeau, Victoria and
the infamous ‘coolers’ in the Falls Park.
SEA BATTLES
A a swimming pool the Waterworks must be the oldest
in Belfast as it goes right back to when the site was
built. Yes built! People think that the Waterworks is a
COOL BUT HAPPY: A group of swimmers
pictured at the upper pond (Below).
GREAT FUN: One of the diving platforms
(right), the boat to the right of the picture held
the lifeguards.

natural site but it is not. It was constructed in 1840 by
William Dargan at a cost of £8,250 with the main purpose being to supply the then growing town of Belfast
with water.
When it opened it also became a private park (where
you had to pay in) and activities in it ranged from military band parades with soldiers from Victoria Barracks
through to mock sea battles.
MINI RAILWAY
Its a little know fact that the Waterworks was a private
park right up until the 1960’s with the rule being if
you were skint - clear off. Of course in these days the
attractions were the boats, paddling pools and the parks
for the kids but there were also various competitions
and the entire upper pond had a mini railway around
it.
Looking at the Waterworks today it would indeed be
very difficult to imagine that all this went on as the
park simply declined year after year. I haven’t got the
answers as to how we can transform the site but what
I do know is that something needs to be done and done
fast.
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Rumours, tragedy, humour and
a spooky feeling at The Crum
f someone was to ask you what
was the most historically impor
tant site in North Belfast what
would you say. The old Poor House?
McArts Fort and the Cavehill? Clifton
Street Cemetery? The list is endless
as North Belfast is littered with such
sites but one of my own favourites has
to be the old Belfast Prison on the
Crumlin Road, more popularly known
as ‘The Crum.’

I

Williams. The first person executed
was a teenage soldier from Victoria
Barracks who shot dead his corporal
in a burst of anger. His last request
was that he be hanged in his military
uniform and the authorities allowed
this. The peculiar twist was that the
hangman was serving a sentence at the
time and what happened was that a
man in a convicts uniform hanged a
man in the Queen’s uniform.

RUMOUR
Over the previous week The Crum was
in the news again as a community consultation was carried out to gather
ideas as to what should become of the
building. Needless to say there is a
lot of rumour going around but what
is happening is that the Northern Ireland Office are trying to get shot of it
and the Belfast Regeneration Office
are considering buying it but to date
no decision has been made. These are
the basic facts and anything else you
have heard should be dismissed.

ESCAPES
Another unique feature is that it is only
in the jails recent history that it became
a male prison. For most of its history
it also held women and countless children. In fact the prisons records show
a large number of births behind its high
walls so filling in the place of birth
section on the birth certificate must
have been extremely interesting. Of
the women prisoners we had the Suffragists - who fought for women’s
rights and the right to vote. They were
held in Belfast Prison but didn’t take
it lying down. They staged protest after protest and even embarked on hunger strikes. Like all prisons The Crum
has had its fair share of escapes with
prisoners going over the wall, under
the wall and on a few occasions simply walking out through the front gate.
One one occasion it even saw a num-

SPOOKY
Belfast Prison is a fascinating place
with a unique history. A while back I
organised a tour of the building and
when the history is explained while
standing in the wings it is a brilliant
experience. On a more sinister note the
feeling that comes over you when
standing in the condemned cell, where
most of those sentenced to death fell
victim to the hangman, is spooky to
say the least. Now before everyone
gets on the phone booking a place on
a tour, the Prison Service will not let
us back in as it will appear that it is
their wish that the buildings history is
repressed.
PECULIAR TWIST
The jail was built in the mid 1840’s
and if we can imagine the amount of
people that have passed through its
doors since then then we can see why
its history is so important. Seventeen
people fell victim to the hangman yet
most of us only know of one - Tom

ber of IRA prisoners shooting their
way out.
TRAGEDY TO HUMOUR
The prison is simply full of stories
ranging from the tragic to the humorous. Tragedy has ranged from young
children committing suicide right
through to the many individuals locked
up for crimes they did not do. The
humour is contained in the large number of pranks which have been carried
out within its walls. One favourite was
for ‘first timers’ who were in for political offences to be examined in one
of the enclosed cubicles in the exercise yard by the Sinn Fein doctor. This
‘doctor’ wanted to look for marks or
bruising that may have been picked up
during interrogation. To do this the ‘patient’ needed to remove his clothes and
once this was done the ‘doctor’
grabbed them and threw them onto the
barbed wire on top of the wall leaving
the man naked in a cubical in the exercise yard ready to be called at any
minute.
Of course there is a lot more history
within this place and it is a history we
should never allow to be taken away.
An aerial shot of the Crumlin Road Jail which was
built at the time of the ‘Famine.’
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We possess the history
of the upper classes

A

wise man one wrote that the histories that
we possess are the histories only of the up
per classes and when we read his words today we can now see exactly what he meant.
Of course this not only refers to the wider subject of
history but also to the local history of Belfast and our
districts. For decades ‘educated historians’ have told
us about people such as the linen mill owners being
the industrial backbone that created the modern city
of Belfast. But what they seem to omit is the reality
that this industrialisation was built on the backs of
those who worked in these mills and whose blood,
sweat, suffering and quite often deaths led to the modern Belfast which we know today.
MYSTERIOUS FIRES
North Belfast once had its fair share of mills, some
of which stretched back to before the United
Irishmen’s rebellion. In their formation these mills
produced cotton and when demand for this died off
many of the mills were destroyed in mysterious fires.
One example was the Lodge Cotton Mill in the New
Lodge area which stood on the site of the present
Ashton Centre.
This was owned by the Lepper family and when demand for their cotton disappeared its was burnt down
in a midnight fire. Once the insurance paid out it was
rebuilt on a smaller scale (with fewer workers) and

reopened as a linen mill. This was also the time of
the industrial revolution and for the few workers
which were left, many were retrained to operate the
new machinery with one man doing the work of thirty.
The new Belfast linen industry was now born.
HALF TIMERS
Large linen mills began to be erected all over the city
and in North Belfast most of these sprung up on the
Crumlin Road. We have all heard the stories from
our parents and grand parents about working in these
places but when these new mills went up life was
actually a lot worse. For example many of us would
have heard of the half timers which were children
sent to school for one half of the day and then to
work for the rest. There are some ‘educated historians’ who seem to praise the mill owners for giving
the children at least some education, totally ignoring
the fact that they were forced to under the education
act of the mid 1870’s.
SLAVE TRADE
The mill owners loved to see the children coming
into their industry. Most of them came from families
who were so poor that they had no choice but to send
their children to work. Others came from the Workhouse where orphaned children could be bought from
the Board of Guardians for as little as £10 and which
amounted to nothing more than a slave trade. (see
the Victorian Workhouse by John Barwell)

There were many large mills erected in Belfast including Brookfield Mill (Above)

SERVANTS
It was also mainly from the Workhouse that the mill
owners and upper class obtained their servants at this
time. These lived with the families and had to work
from as early as 3am right through to around 10pm
and later. There is no doubt that they led dreadful
lives and should never be confused with the harmonious image portrayed in television dramas today.
One shocking fact about servants of this period is the
number of them who were charged with infanticide
(the killing of their own newly born children.) Many
of the families who kept young girls as servants felt
that they owned them and could do what they wished.
This also included the men of the house who, in a lot
of cases, were the fathers of these children. Once the
large mills were constructed it was often the case that
mill houses were built around them. But what we
should remember is that these were certainly not built
out of any social duty but more to control the lives of
their work force and don’t forget the rents that these
cheaply built houses brought in.
More and more people are becoming interested in
our local history and the more that do so the more we
can expose the ‘histories of the upper class’ as the
stinking cess pit it really is.
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Things are never what
they seem

W

ho founded Irish Republicanism?
Most people if asked this would say
Wolfe Tone as it was he who founded
the United Irishmen way back in the 1790’s. After all, all shades of republicans march to his grave
in Bodenstown every year to commemorate this
achievement.
I find that this is an example of the most fascinating aspect of local history - that things are never
what they seem. Wolfe Tone had absolutely nothing to do with the founding of the United Irishmen.
He did found the Dublin Society but the
organisation had been set up in Belfast a few years
previous to this and its founder is buried in North
Belfast.
Emerald Isle
It’s really hard to say who founded the United
Irishmen as there were no detailed records kept
but the main instigator seems to be William
Drennan who lies buried in Clifton Street Cemetery. How many people in North Belfast knew
that?
Drennan was also a poet and a poem on his headstone was the first reference to Ireland as the
Emerald Isle. How many knew that? In fact how
many people even know that the cemetery is even
there?
Rebellion
Clifton Street Cemetery is one of the most historically important sites in Ireland. It is not famous for being the final resting place of the father of Irish Republicanism but for one of his colleagues - Henry Joy McCracken. It was
McCracken who led the ill fated attack on Antrim
during the 1798 rebellion and who was later
hanged in High Street for his treason. It is this
grave which is the most visited and Drennan’s
grave a few feet away is totally forgotten. But
these are only two of the United Irishmen buried
here, the others being McCabe, Dickson and the
Simms brothers, all of whom are well known
names to Irish historians. No doubt there are many
others who took part in the rebellion and who lie
in one of the cemetery’s massive ‘poor graves.’
On the other side of the political coin there are
many Unionists buried in Clifton Street, one being the mill owner William Ewart who was a
Unionist MP.
Escaped Slave
The cemetery is full of diversities with the political scene being just one of them. One of the others is religious as Catholics lie alongside Protes-

tants who in turn lies alongside Jews. The rich lie
alongside the poor and there is even a negro who
escaped slavery in the United States. How he
ended up in Belfast and buried in Clifton Street
being a total mystery.

riod the graveyard was totally isolated with no
houses, roads or settlements around it. Because
of this it was perfect for a new criminal trade
which was raising its head at the beginning of the
1800’s - bodysnatching.

Poor House
The reason for all this diversity is due to the simple
fact that Clifton Street Cemetery did not belong
to any church. It was opened in 1796 by the Belfast
Poor House to raise money for the running of the
institution and to give them somewhere to bury
the poor who died within it. It was situated in
one of the fields directly behind the Poor House
and had a large wall placed around it. At this pe-

Bodysnatchers
Today many people believe that bodysnatching is
a piece of fiction taken from old horror films. It is
not. Bodysnatching really took place and took
place in Clifton Street. Basically it consisted of
people digging up a section of the grave in the
middle of the night with a wooden shovel (made
no noise) and removing the dead body. They then
made off with it and sold it to doctors who used it
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Early memories of school
days in North Belfast

O

ne thing that always has me
mystified is the way in which
we look back on our school
days. Those of us who left many years
ago look back at happy fond memories
when the reality is we hated bleeden
school! There is a simple reason for this
and that reason is that we are looking
back at our own history. One thing that
people don’t seem to realise is that our
own history is actually part of local history. Anyone interested in it will tell you
that the subject is really more about
people than it is about buildings and
streets.
BOMB SCARES
My education began at St Patrick’s on
North Queen Street and like a lot of
people I can actually remember my very
first day at school (outside of the dentist, I never screamed as much in my
entire life.) When I started going to
school the Troubles were just beginning
and my early memories consist of the
school being evacuated during numerous bomb scares.
One early memory I have is the teachers
keeping us away from the railings next
to the site of McGurk’s Bar as we all
wanted to go over and see what was going on. In those days (late 1960’s) St
Patrick’s School was a real modern
building built on the site of Alexander
Street. This school was actually one of
two replacements for the old school next
to the church in Donegal Street, the other
being the Edmund Rice which was built
inside Archies Dam between Pim Street
and Churchill Street.
OLDEST BUILDINGS
The Donegall Street School was built in
1828 and is one of the oldest in the city.
In fact one of the little known facts about
Belfast is that its two oldest buildings
are at each end of Donegall Street, the
old bank at the bottom and the old Poor
House at the top. A few years after it
was built the school became part of the

national education system and from the attended one teacher enjoyed slapping
mid 1860’s it was run by the Christian pupils and did not stop until they cried.
My record is eighteen slaps and to this
Brother’s.
day that teacher can never look me
straight in the face.
STICKS AND CANES
Many people have different memories of
MEMORIES
this old school and it seems that the older
they get the fonder the memories. We are The Donegall Street School closed in the
constantly reminded that school life then mid 1960’s when it moved to North
was quite rough and I remember my Da Queen Street and Pim Street. The old
telling me that in that school the teach- building lay derelict for years before
ers beat them with sticks and canes and, being destroyed in a mysterious fire.
Things were looking bad for it as it was
on the odd occasion, fists.
I never believed him but now I fully un- looking like it would have to come down
derstand when I try and tell my children but fortunately it was saved mainly due
that we were slapped with a leather strap to the Heritage Lottery Fund and is used
and they look at me as though I am away as a bookshop and
with the fairies. Some people think that offices. Sadly the old
maybe that’s what's wrong with young school on North
people today, that this sort of punishment Queen Street is also
has been done away with. I feel they are going to close and
wrong as I can confirm that it made no all that will be left
difference to me and those I knocked is its memories.
around with. What did make the difference was when they introduced detention and our behaviour changed overnight. I can confirm that in one school I
St Patrick’s Church, Donegall Street, 1900. (right)
The old school buildings can be seen to the right of
the building.
A confirmation picture from St Patrick’s Christian
Brothers, 1938. (below)
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Grave vandals

L

massive explosion was heard coming
from Milltown Cemetery. On investigation local people discovered that the
Republican Plot had been blown apart.

BOMB ATTACK
As previously mentioned the grave has
been attacked on a few occasions but it
was an attack in 1938 which interested
me the most. On the 11th of March at
around one o’clock in the morning a

MASS KILLER
After the explosion the R.U.C. from the
nearby Andersonstown Barracks sealed
off the area until daylight when the
bomb attack could be investigated. This
was done but the aspect that has always
interested me was the person investigating it - the City Commissioner himself
Richard Harrison. Understandably there
going to be readers who have never
heard of him but his sadistic claim to
fame was that he led an R.I.C. murder
squad who stalked the streets of North
and West Belfast and whose activities
remain well known to this day. The most
prominent occurred in Kinnard Terrace
just off the Antrim Road when Harrison
led a group into the McMahon family
home and killed almost all of the male
members. His second in command was
another high ranking R.I.C. member,
District Inspector Nixon. It is Nixon
who is credited for these killings because of his high profile during and after the killings. But even though Nixon
was there it was Harrison who organised

ast week I was watching a tele
vision programme about me
morials and the controversy
which they were causing. The following day I was listening to the radio news
and heard that one of these memorials
had been badly vandalised. Today we
believe that this is a new activity but
people will be surprised to know that
this has actually been going on for years.
Prominent North Belfast historian
Francis Joseph Bigger had his grave
blown up in Mallusk Graveyard because
it consisted of a large Celtic cross and
was inscribed in Irish. Another North
Belfast based man whose grave was
blown up on several occasions was William Harbinson who was a Colour Sergeant stationed in Victoria Barracks. He
was also a member of the Irish Republican Brotherhood and died in the
Crumlin Road Prison in 1867. His grave
is today better known as the old Republican Plot.

them as well as the Arnon Street Massacre, the Halfpenny Murders, the
slaughter of the Duffin Brothers and
several individual cases.
HARRISON
Richard Dale Winnett Harrison was
born in Kilkenny in 1883, his father
being a district inspector in the local
R.I.C. After his education in Trinity
College, Dublin, he followed in his fathers footsteps and joined the R.I.C in
1906 and became a third class district
inspector the same year. After serving
in many parts of Ireland he became an
officer in charge of the Detective Office in Belfast. Harrison soon after
teamed up with Nixon and their reign
of terror throughout the Catholic communities of Belfast began. At the formation of the R.U.C. Harrison seems
to have disowned Nixon with the promise of promotion which was soon
granted when he was appointed City
Commissioner. He died at his Upper
Malone Road home on the 22nd April
1982 at the age of 99..
The R.U.C. examine the remains of the Republican Plot in
Milltown Cemetery after a bomb attack. At the base is
Inspector Moffatt the head of the C.I.D. and leaning behind
him is the City Commissioner Richard Harrison – the man
responsible for the McMahon family murders
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Horrific North Belfast
murder recalled

A

t 8.15 a.m.,Thursday August 17th 1922 the
large gate at Belfast Prison was opened to the
awaiting crowd and the customary notice was
placed up stating that the execution of the convict,
Simon McGeown had been duly carried out for the
brutal murder of little Maggie Fullerton from the Docks
area of Belfast. At 10 a.m. an inquest held at the jail
by Dr. Gordon, the City Coroner, passed the following
verdict :- " That Simon McGeown, being a male person of the age of 38 years and a labourer, was a prisoner in the said prison, under judgement of death, for
the murder of one, Maggie Fullerton, and that judgement of death was duly executed by him being hanged
by the neck until dead, within the walls of the said
prison, on the day and year aforesaid, not more than
twenty four hours before the holding of this inquest
and the body on which this inquest is held is the identical body of the said Simon McGeown, adjudged to
death as aforesaid."
FEW FRIENDS
At the time of this nauseating murder, Belfast was witnessing some of the most violent atrocities associated
with the political upheavals of the time. When little
Maggie Fullerton's body was discovered horribly mutilated on the slopes of the Cave Hill, Belfast’s warring citizens were united in their shock and horror. It
was claimed at the time that McGeown had very few
friends in Belfast. He had been born near Lurgan and
at a very early age he joined the British Army. He was
eventually drafted to India where, it was reported, he
bore an exemplary character for some time. His downfall seemed to start however after recovering from
malaria. He was reported for various offences for
which he was punished by the military. Several times
it should be noted, he was punished by court-martial.

McGeown, guilty as charged. Mr. McGonigle had previously explained the circumstances which resulted in
the little girl being tricked into accompanying
McGeown and then later the discovery of her body in
the middle of the day on June 3rd, in a plantation on
the Shaftesbury Estate on Cave Hill, concealed by rubbish and leaves. It was pointed out that the body was
obviously dumped there by the same evil monster who
violated her before strangling her. The dead girl, who
was only 6 years old, had lived with her parents at
Little York Street. At around supper time her father
had given her tuppence (two pennies) to buy sweets.
She went on out into the street to her friends. It was
not until around seven o’clock that same evening that
her parents realised something was wrong. All her
friends were still in the street playing but little Maggie
was no-where to be seen. Her parents and the
neighbours began a frantic search but to no avail.
On June 3rd, on the slopes of Cave Hill, a gamekeeper
was working on a plantation there when he discovered
her body, partly eaten by rats. She had been strangled.
EXECUTION
Lord Justice Andrews concluded his charge at 7 p.m.,
and the jury retired to consider their verdict. Three

quarters of an hour later they returned a verdict of
guilty. The judge, donning the black cap, went on to
describe the murder as ‘one of the most brutal in the
annals of crime’ and after advising McGeown to prepare to meet his maker, he pronounced the sentence of
execution, in the usual solemn form, after which
McGeown, who turned pale, accompanied the warders from the dock to his cell.
CURIOUS CROWD
McGeown was not left alone for a moment as he
awaited his fate on the scaffold. He was fully resigned
to his impending death and it was stated that he did
not deny the crime, for which he claimed he had not
the slightest recollection owing to the fact that he had
consumed a considerable amount of methylated spirits on that dreadful day. As the execution day drew
nearer he had hopes of gaining a reprieve but all these
hopes were dashed when on the 17th August he was
taken from his cell and led to the gallows.
The execution attracted around 2,000 people to the
prisons vicinity and their curiosity was satisfied when
the notice was placed on the prison gate declaring that
the death sentence had been duly carried out.

DISCHARGED
He left the army and it was claimed, he ended up wandering around Belfast and the North of Ireland until
the outbreak of World War I. McGeown then rejoined
and because of his previous military experience he
gained an easy passage through basic training and was
soon on his way to France. Here he served for three
years, during which time he had been wounded and
gassed several times. Being judged unfit for further
service he was eventually discharged. He returned to
Belfast where he again adopted the life of a drifter,
wandering the streets of Belfast and surrounding area
trying to scavenge for a living. He soon came to the
attention of the police and was convicted on no fewer
than six occasions, for such offences as breaking and
entering, larceny and receiving stolen goods, for which
he spent a total of thirty months before he eventually
ended up in prison for murder.
EATEN BY RATS
Mr. J. McGonigle K. C. and Mr. George Hill Smith K.
C. prosecuted for the Crown and addressed the jury
and advised them they had a duty to society to find

CAVEHILL’S SLOPES: the body of six-year-old Maggie Fullerton was found there in 1922
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When Hitler’s Luftwaffe
dropped by the New Lodge

O

n the night of April 15th, 1941, an event
took place in Belfast which, up until then,
many people in the city had thought
impossible. The German Luftwaffe began an air raid.
Although this was to have been one of two main raids
it was not the first. A smaller one had occurred which
picked out selected targets in the docks area. Most
people thought nothing of this small raid and were
glad to accept the view of the Northern Ireland
Cabinet that Hitler’s bombers could never reach
Belfast.
Due to this ignorance Belfast became the most
undefended city. It had no fighter planes, no barrage
balloons and only a few anti aircraft guns, a fact which
is extremely hard to believe when the war had been
running for three years.
SQUADRON
On the above date one of the largest squadrons of
Luftwaffe bombers, consisting of over 200 planes,
left Brittany in the north of France. Their target Belfast.
The planes that took part were mainly Heinkel HE
III medium bombers and when they arrived in the
city air raid sirens sounded to warn the local
population. This caused a lot of confusion as an event
which many people thought impossible was taking
place. The Civil Defence took up positions with the
army manning the few anti aircraft guns in Victoria
Barracks. In the docks smoke screens were set alight
and these were belching out thick black smoke. When
the sirens died down the noise of the approaching
bombers could be heard coming over Carlingford
Lough. A few minutes later the bombing began.
DIRECT HITS
As is well documented many areas of the city were
struck but, without doubt, the most heavily bombed
area was that which lay between York Street and the
Antrim Road. In the New Lodge bombs struck a large

number of residential streets due to the fact that
Victoria Barracks was a direct target of this ‘carpet
bombing.’ Burke Street, which ran between Annadale
Street and Dawson Street was completely wiped out
with almost all its residents dead. In Lincoln Avenue
and Cranburn Street what were moments before neat
rows of terrace houses were now burning piles of
rubble. This was also the case on the Antrim Road,
Pim Street, St James’s Street, Annadale Street,
Dawson Street, New Lodge Road and sections of
Hillman Street, Duncairn Gardens, Upper Meadow
Street and Stratheden Street. An air raid shelter on
the Halidays Road received a direct hit killing all those
taking shelter within it. The York Street Mill received
a large number of hits and was burning out of control.
One of its massive side walls collapsed on to Sussex
and Vere Streets killing all those who still remained
within their homes. This mill had been one of the
targets.
THE BARRACKS
Victoria Barracks was almost completely destroyed
in the attack. The scene inside is described by Jimmy
Doherty who was an air raid warden at the time.
The barrack was devastated. Large blocks were in
ruins, some of them blazing. The married quarters
received a direct hit resulting in heavy casualties and
loss of life. Rescue teams were busily engaged trying
to recover bodies or others who could be brought out

alive. This was the site that met us as we passed along
with one of the guards from the gate who directed us
through the area and gave us a running commentary
as we went along. We could see more new fires were
blazing fiercely in the buildings used as stores. ‘The
gunners collected a packet’ was how our guide
described a direct hit on a gun crew. A group of A.T.S.
girls perished in this attack as did some more when a
bomb hit their quarters. Our informant told us that
about 30 A.T.S. were killed. He told of further major
damage at the far end of the barrack as we cut of
between two large blocks.
The German bombs continued to be dropped for most
of the night and the aircraft crews dropped frightening
flares which were designed to light up the night so
that they could identify targets. Various bombs were
dropped on these including fire bombs, landmines
(which were suspended from parachutes) and antihandling devices which were particularly lethal as
they were designed to explode once someone touched
it. Because the New Lodge area contained and was
surrounded by Luftwaffe targets it became the most
heavily bombed area of Belfast.
Victoria Barracks after a visit from the
Luftwaffe. Churchill Street and the old
Ashton Centre can be seen in the background
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At day break the damage caused during the night could clearly
be seen. Many parts of the city were nothing more than burning
heaps of rubble and many parts were still ablaze. In the New
Lodge rows and rows of terrace housing had disappeared and
as each hour passed the death rate for the area and the city as
a whole continued to grow and grow. The bombs of the
Luftwaffe did not discriminate as the mangled bodies of men,
women and children of all ages were pulled from the rubble.
A large number of churches in and around the New Lodge
were also hit with Spamount, St James’s, Duncairn Garden’s,
and Clifton Street all burnt out.
ROWS OF CORPSES
The air raid wardens, army and numerous volunteers were busy
digging at the rubble in the hope of finding survivors and
removing the bodies of those who had perished. At the same
time fire fighters were struggling to extinguish the burning
buildings and rubble but because of the number of fires and
the damage to the water mains this was almost impossible.
The bodies of the dead were taken either to the Falls Road
baths or St George’s Market. In these places they were laid

out and those who were looking for members of their family
had to look through the endless rows of corpses to see if their
loved ones lay among them. Many people who were dug out
of the rubble alive had taken shelter underneath their stairs
and were fortunate enough that their homes had not received a
direct hit or had even caught on fire.
TARGET
For Belfast as a whole its problems were now just beginning.
There was the injured to be treated and the dead to be identified.
The unexploded bombs had also to be found and dealt with
and hundreds of fires still had to be put out. In addition to this
there were the added problems of the homeless, burst water
and gas mains and a lot of clearing up had to be done. The
death toll was growing at an alarming rate and in the New
Lodge area it was learned that 35 people had been crushed to
death following the collapse of the mill wall. When the
Luftwaffe returned to their bases the German State Radio
interviewed one of the pilots. He stated; We were in
exceptional good humour knowing that we were going for
a new target, one of England’s last hiding places. Wherever
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Churchill is hiding his war material we will go. Belfast is
as worthy a target as Coventry, Birmingham, Bristol or
Glasgow.
It was now realized that Belfast was not immune to attack.
After this raid the defence of the city was built up with anti
aircraft guns, barrage balloons and searchlights. At nights
people took to the surrounding hills to avoid any further raids.
Others agreed with the Northern Ireland Cabinet that this was
a one of raid and that the Luftwaffe would not return. They
were wrong.
FIRE BLITZ
Eighteen days after this raid the Luftwaffe returned to carry
out another more devastating air raid on Belfast. From their
bases in France 471 bombers set of for their targets and of
these 204 were destined for Belfast. The same type of planes
used in the first air raid were once again deployed with the
only difference being the bombs they carried. In addition to
the high explosive bombs they were also equipped with highly
inflammable incendiary devices.
WATER SUPPLY
The main targets were the shipyards and aircraft factory but
because they had prepared themselves with thousands of
incendiary devices they had also planned to burn much of
Belfast. The German’s knew that Belfast was a Victorian city
and would therefore burn easily and during their last attack
they had targeted the Antrim Road Waterworks.
Many people laughed when this occurred, as they believed
that they had mistaken the Waterworks for the docks. They
were wrong. The Waterworks was a deliberate target and
because they knew they would be coming back with fire bombs
the Luftwaffe had planned to destroy the water supply needed
to put them out.
NEW STRATEGY
At around 1.00am the bombs again rained down on Belfast
and immediately large fires could be seen in and around the
docks and the city centre. Anti aircraft guns in Victoria
Barracks opened up but when this base again became a target
the troops manning these had to run for cover. Many of the
streets running between Henry Street and Great Georges Street
were burning intensely with the fire spreading through the
terrace houses very quickly. In the New Lodge Hillman Street,
Upper Meadow Street and Spamount Street all had many
houses ablaze. It was the same in Lepper Street and Glenrosa
Street where a direct hit on Glenrosa House killed all those
inside. Belfast now fell victim to the ‘fire blitz’ which was
the Luftwaffe’s latest strategy in aerial warfare. Many
buildings in Clifton Street were burning out of control and in
Glenravel Street the RUC Barracks received a direct hit killing
five of those inside. Next door to this the Skin Hospital was
also hit and burned to the ground. What was left of York Street
Mill was struck, as was the tobacco factory next door. Many
streets in and around Sailortown were in flames as were
sections of Duncairn Gardens and the Antrim Road. When
this raid ended it was to have been the last as Hitler directed
the Luftwaffe bombers to attack ports and cities throughout
England.

Fortunately it would seem unlikely that Belfast will ever go
through this type of bombing again but the next time any of us
are thinking about the bombing raids of World War II don’t
Luftwaffe bombing instructions for North think of English and German cities which were devastated
Belfast showing that the Waterworks were a simply think of your own street and the terror that our
grandparents must have been put through.
deliberate target and not a foolish mistake
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Murder by an American G.I.

O

ver the past couple of weeks I
have been looking at the events
of the Luftwaffe Blitz in the New
Lodge area. Of course this was only one
aspect of the Second World War in North
Belfast as a whole and much of which is
slowly being forgotten. Over the next few
weeks I will be looking at the war time
American connection with North Belfast
which includes a brutal murder and the
tragic incident where a number of
American servicemen lost their lives on
the slopes of the Cavehill.

money. When she asked “what’s up?”
Coogan replied using a derogatory term
regarding the soldiers colour and stated
that the serviceman was going to stab the
woman. Coogan struck the soldier and in
return the American stabbed him. The G.I.
then jumped on the man and repeatedly
stabbed him in the stomach, chest and
head then ran off. He returned to the Red
Cross Quarters where he attempted to
remove the blood from his uniform, this
was observed by Master Sergeant London
and Private Fils, both U.S. Army.

In January 1942 American troops arrived
in Belfast and were posted throughout the
North. Many of the older people
remember their arrival as they brought
with them items such as chocolate,
chewing gum and of course nylon
stockings which were eagerly sought after
by almost every woman. As a whole the
American servicemen were quite well
behaved but unfortunately there were
those who insisted in getting into trouble.
Most of this was minor stuff such as
brawling but there are a few cases where
it was more serious and involved murder,
one of which occurred in North Belfast.

The police were called and Head
Constable Armstrong and Sergeant Herron
arrived on the scene but there was nothing
they could do as Coogan had been brutally
stabbed and was lying dead in a large pool
of blood. Coogan’s body was then
removed and taken to the Mater Hospital
where it was examined by Dr. James
Crilly. In a lengthy medical statement he
described the deceased’s injuries and

On the 17th of March, 1944, Private Wylie
Harris, stood before a Court-martial in
Belfast’s Victoria Barracks charged with
murder. The accused, aged 26, whose
home address was given as Greenville,
Georgia, was charged that he did on March
6, 1944, at Belfast, feloniously and with
malice aforethought and with
premeditation, kill one Henry Coogan, of
Lepper Street, by stabbing him in the
chest, head and stomach with a sharp
instrument. The accused pleaded not
guilty.
Ellen Megan told the court that she met
Coogan and a “coloured American
soldier” in the Diamond Bar, North Queen
Street, on the evening of 6 March. The
three left the bar and went to an air raid
shelter in Earl Street where an argument
arose among them over money. Another
witness, Mrs Annie Murdock, Earl Street,
told the hearing that she had been sitting
in her home listening to the wireless. Her
sister in law called and told her to come
outside to see the ‘carry on.’ When she
went out she heard them argue over

observed that there were sixteen stab
wounds. They appeared to have been
made with some sharp blade at least four
inches long.
After the hearing, the court, which
consisted of seven U.S. officers,
announced that their decision would not
be made known until a later date.
What their decision was and the fate of
Private Harris presently remains unknown
but based on similar local incidents the
charge would have been reduced to one
of manslaughter (as he had not set out to
kill Coogan), and he would have been
sentenced to anything between eight and
fifteen years to be served in a penitentiary
in the United States.
BELOW - American servicemen arriving at the
Belfast Docks in January 1942
BOTTOM - The air raid shelter in Earl Street
where the incident began
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Ten Americans die on Cavehill
exploded into a huge fireball. Bombs and
ammunition began to explode and people
living in the streets below were forced to
take cover. Needless to say emergency
crews made their way to the site but all the
crew were dead.
The American troops arrived and they
sealed off the whole area letting no one
either in or out. Two local air raid wardens
found themselves being held within this
cordon until given the all clear by the
American authorities sometime later. The
bodies were removed as was most of the
aircraft itself. They were buried at the
American Cemetery at Lisnaberry and were
reburied in 1948.

A

s I have explained before, the
Cavehill has a rich and diverse
history that really can’t be
matched by any other area of Belfast. In
addition to its ancient history it also has a
modern one and included in the latter is the
story of the American plane which crashed
into it during the Second World War.
MYTH
It is surprising to learn of the amount of
people who believe that this story is a myth.
This may be as a result of the various stories
which have went around about the crash
itself. But a myth it is not and the story of
how this plane came to crashing itself into
the side of the Cavehill began on the other
side of the Atlantic.
BOMBING MISSIONS
The plane in question was a B17 Flying
Fortress. Being an American built plane
these had to come across the Atlantic to
Britain and the best way of getting them
across was simply to fly them.
These came via Newfoundland, Iceland and
Northern Ireland. Here the main base was
at Nutts Corner and it was from here that
the planes were flown to Britain and
therefore to bombing missions over
Germany. Thousands of these planes came
across in this way and due to the sheer
numbers it was inevitable that some were
not going to make it.
Of course there were a number of reasons
such as inexperience, radio problems, ill
TOP - A B17 flying fortress bomber
RIGHT - The Cavehill

navigation and sometimes just plain bad
weather.
EXPLODED
On the 1st of June, 1944, one of these
Flying Fortress aircraft left Iceland for
Nutts Corner. It should have been a straight
forward journey but for ten American
servicemen it was to be their last.
Exactly what happened will forever remain
a mystery but as this B 17 bomber made its
way over Belfast Lough towards Nutts
Corner it smashed into the Cavehill and

Some years later a local man was looking
through the site of the crash when he came
across a wedding ring belonging to one of
the crew. After months of hard work and
constant research he managed to return the
ring to the widow. Because of this event
there is now some rumour that the whole
story is to be made into a Hollywood movie.
This shall be an interesting development but
no matter how much gloss and romance the
film industry put on this story we must
remember that the story is a true one and
that ten men died in its creation.

A New Lodge Duel

D

uelling is something that we always seem to associate with 17th century France or England when members of the landed
gentry took the infamous ten paces, turned and fired their muskets. The purpose of these duels was always as a result of
family honour whether it be connected with the love of a woman or a general insult which was made by one of the duelling
pair. No matter what we do know about duels one thing which we never associate it with is Belfast and indeed North Belfast.
Some years ago I remember talking to an old gentleman who was extremely knowledgeable on the Belfast of yesteryear. He
informed me that his grandfather once told him that duels in Belfast were once staged somewhere around the old burying ground at
Clifton Street. Needless to say this fascinated me and I tried to find out more about this but unfortunately my research was taking me
nowhere and I gave up. Sometime later I was researching something completely different and was going through the second part of
Benn’s History of the Town of Belfast which was first published in 1880. On reaching page 22 I suddenly came across the following
paragraph:A duel between two officers took place on the 26th of August, 1799, at the back of the Poor House. No spot more secluded, or
more certain to be free from interruption, could have been selected than the back of the Poor House in 1799. The Antrim Road
did not then exist, nor for many a year after; A narrow path called ‘Buttle’s Lane’ ran up beside the Poor House. The lane derived
its name, it may be fairly presumed, from David Buttle, the deposed sovereign of 1703.
As many people will be aware the old Belfast Poor House is today’s Clifton House which is situated at the junction of Clifton Street
and North Queen Street and which backed up to Glenravel Street (which was wiped out by the Westlink). There is almost no doubt
that the feuding officers were from the nearby Belfast Garrison (later the Victoria Military Barracks) which had just been built
around that time. The area in which the duel took place is now the ground facing what is now Clifton Street Graveyard (which had
just been opened for burials at this period).
After obtaining a photocopy of this page from Benn’s book I returned it and requested to go to the newspaper department of the
library to check the newspapers of the time and find out the outcome of this confrontation. To my surprise there were no reports
whatsoever to the outcome and the reason for this duel will never be known and can now only be left to guess work. What was the
quarrel between these two officers? A woman’s love or Regimental honour? What was the outcome, death, injury? I guess we will
never know. So when we now think of duels and imagine two gentlemen standing back to back and taking ten paces, but instead
of thinking of this occurring in an English countryside or a part of Europe we should bear in mind that the very same occurred within
the New Lodge area of North Belfast.
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When those who make
the law break the law.....

O

ver the past number of weeks collusion
between the security forces and
Loyalists has once again been in the
news. There are many who believe that this
activity is new and was created out of the conflict
of the past thirty odd years.
Nothing could be further from the truth. During
the creation of the Northern Ireland state what
was then the R.I.C. (Royal Irish Constabulary)
not only colluded with Loyalists but in many
cases actually cut out the middle men and carried
out the killings themselves.
The troubles of 1920-1922 were absolutely brutal
and a quiet day in Belfast would be 5 dead, 100
wounded. There was atrocity after atrocity and
to be balanced quite a few of these were carried
out by the Catholic community and the I.R.A.
After partition the new Northern Government
(the country had no name at this time) secretly
decided to establish an underground militia
whose objectives were to defend the new
Government against the I.R.A. in Ulster. Michael
Collins got wind of these plans and the main bulk
of it was abolished after it was exposed.
However, one section did get through and this
was the ‘retaliatory’ unit of the R.I.C. in Belfast.
The leadership of this unit was made up of two
high ranking R.I.C. officers, County Inspector
Richard Harrison and District Inspector John
Nixon and together they ran a team of around
twenty of what became known as the ‘Cromwell
Club.’ This unit began by retaliating against
I.R.A. attacks but as time went on they went on
killing sprees without any excuses. Unknown to
them at the time the activities of this unit were
being reported to Michael Collins by Catholic
members of the R.I.C. A lot of this information
came from the Glenravel Street Barracks which
was known within the force as the ‘Fenian
Barrack.’ Collins built up a dossier on this unit
and their activities were quite often discussed at
meetings of the British Government and the two
new Governments of the island of Ireland. Most
of the atrocities committed by this unit are deeply
embedded in our community history and live on
to this day under banners such as the ‘Arnon
Street Massacre,’ the’‘McMahon Family
Murders.’ the’‘Duffin Brother Murders’ and
several other individual killings. Three sets of
these killings became known as the ‘Halfpenny
Murders’ and next week I will present the details
of this horrific slaughter but for now we will look

at the excuse which was used for committing such
butchery.
On Friday 10th June, 1921, three members of
the R.I.C., Sergeant James Sullivan, Constable
Glover and Constable Sharkey were on patrol on
the Falls Road when they were attacked at the
junction of Cupar Street. Six armed men rushed
forward and began shooting. A gun battle began
and Constable Glover was seen running in the
direction of the Falls Road Library holding
gunshot wounds on his back. Although wounded
Sergeant Sullivan continued to fire. A number
of local people rushed to the scene and the
wounded policemen were carried to the nearby
Royal Victoria Hospital where Glover died a
short time later. He was buried a few days later

Constable James Glover

from the Ardoyne Fire Station where his brother
was a fire fighter.
As could be expected this attack on three of their
men in broad day light sent shock waves through
the R.I.C. but unknown to the majority of the
force at the time this attack was directed at
Constable Glover through indirect orders from
Michael Collins. Harrison and Nixon were
worried and angry at the attack as Constable
James Glover had been one of their ‘inner force’
members who had been involved in numerous
killings.
They decided to retaliate and in the hours after
his death various schemes were being discussed
behind closed doors in the Brown Square and
Springfield Barracks.
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They came in the night
Part 1

D

uring the troubles of the 1920’s the R.I.C. in Belfast
had established a ‘reprisal unit’ which basically went
out and killed Catholics after I.R.A. attacks. This
unit was known as the ‘Cromwell Club’ and was led by
County Inspector Harrison and District Inspector Nixon. This
unit came to the attention of the I.R.A. chief Michael Collins
and he had instructed the I.R.A. to assassinate the members
of this police death squad. One of the first was one of
Harrison’s closest friends, Sergeant James Glover, who was
shot close to the Falls Road Library. Harrison was furious
and after the killing he made plans for a bloody reprisal with
his team in the Springfield Road Barracks while Nixon
assembled a unit in the Brown Square Barracks.
On the 12th of June 1921 two people were murdered in north
Belfast and one taken to the west of the city. These murders
were ordered by Harrison and Nixon with the latter taking
part in all of them. The following are the names of the killers,
a unit which was made up of constables from both Brown
Square and Springfield Road
District Inspector Nixon.
Head Constable Giff.
Sergeant Clarke.
Constable Glass.
Constable Russell.
Constable Sterrit.
Constable Gordon.
Constable Caher.
Constable Hare.
Constable Norris.
Constable Reid.

was in charge of the armoured car and who ironically was a
Catholic. The vehicle was taken to Court Street Barracks in
the Crumlin Road area where some of the unit were collected.
The rest were picked up on the Oldpark Road outside the
Sacred Heart Church.
THE MURDER OF ALEXANDER McBRIDE
They then drove to the Cliftonville Road and then to Cardigan
Drive. Once they reached here they banged on the door of
number 28 and the door was opened by Mrs. McBride. Nixon
then informed her that he wished her husband to come to
the barracks for a few minutes and that he would be driven
back home again. Mr. McBride was then taken out in his
night clothes and placed in the tender and drove off, but
instead of going to the barracks he was taken up on to the
Oldpark Road, across the Ballysillain Road and up to
Ligoniel. During the whole length of the journey he was
horrifically beaten. When the lorry came to a stop he was
dragged from it and thrown over a fence into one of the fields.
It is evident that he was given a few moments to pray as he
had his rosary beads entwined in his hands. He was then
shot seven times, four bullets in the head and three in the
chest.
It would seem that the killers had a free reign of the North
Belfast streets that night as they had no concern for the nearby
Ligoniel Barracks. Although there is no direct evidence it
would appear that this would have been the role of County
Inspector Harrison who, because of his rank, would have
been able to secure safe passage and to have confined other
constables to barracks with orders not to leave them.

Nixon ordered that the ‘Curfew Patrol’ Crossley was to report
to him at 11.30 on the night of Saturday the 12th. The
‘Curfew Patrol’ was an armoured R.I.C. vehicle which was
driven around making sure that no one broke the curfew
which was in force at the time. The driver of this vehicle
was replaced by Constable Glass and Sergeant Clarke, who

THE MURDER OF MALACHY HALFPENNY
After the murder of McBride Nixon and his unit then drove
to Herbert Street and to the home of Malachy Halfpenny.
Constables Gordon and Sterrit burst in and pulled him from
his bed and dragged him down the stairs in his night clothes.
His sister and mother tried to stop this but one of the men
produced a revolver and pushed it to the mother’s face and
threatened to shoot her she if did not move. His arms were
painfully twisted up his back and he was frog marched out
to the armoured car.

Malachy Halfpenny

William Kerr
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Halfpenny was beaten with rifle butts and Constable Giff
pierced the victims feet with his bayonet. The vehicle then
drove once again to Ligoniel and when it came to a stop
Halfpenny was pulled from it and riddled with bullets. They
then lifted the body and threw it through a barbed wire fence
into the field where the body of McBride already lay.
McBride was an ex-soldier who served with the Royal Field
Artillery during the First World War. He was just 16 when
he enlisted. Before this he had been a G.P.O. message boy
in Belfast. He served in France and was twice wounded and
once gassed. After the war he returned to the Post Office
where he worked as a postman. Four of his brothers also
served in the army. One of them, James, was killed in France.
When the bodies were discovered the next morning it was
found that Halfpenny was shot seventeen times and apart
from inflicting the stab wounds to Halfpenny’s feet Giff also
used his bayonet to rip out the victims testicles.
THE MURDER OF WILLIAM KERR
After murdering Halfpenny the killers then went to number
47 Old Lodge Road which was situated at the corner of
California Street. They banged on the door and when it was
opened two men rushed in and up the stairs. They dragged
him from bed and told his sister that she would not be seeing
her brother again. She pleaded with them to take her but
they laughed and pushed her back. He was taken out and
thrown on to the lorry. His sister ran from the house
screaming before the lorry drove off and one of the men put
a gun to her side and ordered her back inside. Like the others
Kerr was brutally beaten with kicks and rifle butts. Both his
arms and legs were broken and once again Giff went to work
with his bayonet. He was taken to an area of the Springfield
Road known as Dan O’Neill’s Loaning and dragged into a
field. He was then riddled with bullets.
Needless to say these killings were designed to send a chilling
message to the I.R.A. and to Michael Collins. Collins was
not intimidated and was determined to wipe out this unit.
His next target was the Catholic member of the Cromwell
Club, Sergeant Clarke. Once he was assassinated Harrison
and Nixon once again sat and planned their next atrocity.
This was to have been the most horrific.

Alexander McBride
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The slaughter of the
McMahon Family
They came in the night Part 2
(50), Thomas McMahon (15), Frank
McMahon (24), Patrick McMahon (22), and
their barman Edward McKinney (25). Two
family members were seriously injured John
McMahon (21) and Bernard McMahon (26),
the latter dying a few day later in hospital.
The killers fled.
The killings not only sent shock waves
throughout the Nationalist population but
shocked the world. The following day
people were stunned and the following is
how the scene was described when the
bodies were removed.

2002 marks the 80th anniversary of the
McMahon family murders in North Belfast.
Over the decades these killings were
believed to have been the work of the BSpecials. This was as a result of the fact that
some of those involved were partly dressed
in police uniform. The facts are that it was a
section of the police known as the Cromwell
Club who were responsible. This unit was
established as a reprisal squad to hit back at
the Catholic community after IRA attacks.
Michael Collins wanted this unit eliminated
and when the IRA began assassinating
Cromwell Club members their revenge
became more twisted and bloodthirsty. After
one of their members, Sergeant Glover, was
shot dead his colleagues dragged three
innocent Catholics from their beds, took
them to remote sites and horrifically
slaughtered them. On the 13th of March,
1922, two members of the Cromwell Club
were returned to the Springfield Road
Barracks when they were ambushed. One of
them, Constable Cladwell, escaped but the
other, Sergeant Christopher Clarke, was shot
dead.
The head of the Cromwell Club, County
Inspector Harrison, who was based in
Springfield Road, was furious and directed
his colleague District Inspector Nixon to plan
a reprisal not only to send a message to the
IRA but to send shock waves through the
Nationalist population. This he done and at
approximately 1.00 am on the morning of
Friday the 24th of March, 1922, two
members of his special R.I.C. unit

approached a watchman who was guarding
a work site at Carlisle Circus and ordered
him to hand over a sledgehammer. This he
did and the two men then took the tool and
made their way up the Crumlin Road and
along Clifton Park Avenue into the grounds
of a large house which was known locally
as ‘Bruce’s Demesne.’ Here they met up with
the others.
The home of Owen McMahon and his family
was at the other end of this demesne and it
was to here that the R.I.C. men made their
way. On reaching Kinnaird Terrace they
paused for a moment before making their
way across the gravelled road to the front
door of the McMahon home and there one
of them produced the sledge hammer and
proceeded to smash in the front door . One
of the glass panels of the four panelled door
smashed and they then put their hands in and
unfastened the locks. After doing so they
then smashed in a second hallway door. The
time was 1.20am. At the same time one of
the murderers went to the door of a private
nursing home which was next door and
banged on the door. At this stage the rest of
the gang had burst through the second door
of the McMahon home and he rejoined them.
Everyone in the household were ordered out
of their beds with the women being locked
into an upstairs room. The male members
of the house, including children, were then
taken into the parlour and instructed to say
their prayers. Seconds later the intruders
opened fire killing Owen McMahon (father)

The sitting room door lay open, and here a
scene like a slaughter house stall with
furniture arranged in it to make a living room
of it presented itself to the gaze. On either
side of the fireplace lay large pools of blood
- thick, heavy, coagulated stuff, that turned
one sick with horror. In places it was rubbed
and disturbed as if someone had rolled in it;
TOP - The murder victims lying in the morgue of
the Mater Hospital.
BELOW - Bernard McMahon died a short time
after this photograph was taken.
BOTTOM - John McMahon lying seriously
injured in the Mater Hospital

North Belfast - A Scattered History
in others it lay spread level and shining dark
red, and in others it was clotted in lumps as
if someone had lacerated a fresh bullock’s
liver and strewn it about.
The largest pool was next the window, a
considerable space on the opposite side was
blood covered, and near the door on the left
hand side going in and beneath a chair was
the smallest blood spill. Here the walls are
perforated with bullet marks, which tore
their way through the skirting. The mirror
of the side board is smashed in one place,
with radiating shivers from all over the
whole surface. On the sideboard is a marble
clock frame with the body removed as if for
repairs - indeed it is remarkable that every
clock found in the house is out of order.
The dining room table shows two tears made
by bullets as they glanced off it on the edge
nearest the window. These bullets are
supposed to have been fired at the eleven
years old boy who escaped. On the table are
the remains of the supper taken by some of
the victims - a jug of milk, butter, sugar, tea
cups, bread, oatcake etc., whilst on the
fireplace was an eiderdown quilt and a
woman’s jacket. In the room was found the
empty shell of a Webley revolver cartridge
of service pattern.
It is interesting to note that mentioned was
made of a service revolver but those involved
made no attempted to disguise the fact that
they were police. John McMahon (who
survived the attack) gave the following
statement from his bed in the Mater Hospital.
This morning about one o’ clock I heard the
hall door being smashed in. Five men rushed
up the stairs and ordered my brothers and
myself and Edward McKinney out on the
landing. Four of the five men were dressed
in the uniform of the R.I.C.
After the McMahon murders affidavits
(written declarations on oath) were obtained
by the Free State Government testifying
against Nixon and Harrison. These were
made by Roman Catholic members of the
R.I.C who were shocked and outraged at
these planned murders being carried out
against their fellow co-religionists.
The statements were gathered by numerous
Catholic clergy who gave them to Mr. P.
O’Drisell who in turn delivered them to
Michael Collins who was Commander-inChief of the National Army. Collins
himself also had many informers within the
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R.I.C. and also within the Northern Ireland
Government and all the information he
received from these sources was very
similar to the information within the
statements.
In Belfast his main informant within the
R.I.C. was Sergeant Matt MacCartny and
Constable Furlong and it was Furlong who
gave him a very detailed statement
informing him of all those who were
involved in the murder of the McMahon
family.
The following is a list of names of those
involved with Nixon and Harrison in the
murders of innocent Roman Catholics. The
names appear in the affidavits and in the
intelligence reports which were supplied to
Michael Collins and which were later put
together in a detailed Ministry of Defence
report. The names were as follows;
County Inspector Harrison.
District Inspector Nixon.
Sergeant Glover. (Killed)
Sergeant Clarke. (Killed)
Sergeant Hicks.
Head Constable Giff.
Head Constable Puckenham.
Constable Golding.
Constable Sterrit.
Constable Gordon.
Constable Cooke.
Constable Norrion.
All this group, with the exception of Harrison
and Nixon, was just one of the so called
‘Cromwell Clubs’ which were established in
Belfast. These clubs were initially set up by
the Northern Government and was just one
of the many groups springing up in
Protestant areas such as the ‘Tigers’ and
the’‘Loyalist Association.’ These gangs
organised themselves into so called defence
units and attacked Catholics when the
opportunity arose. It was these ‘defence
units’ that forced thousands of Catholics
from their places of work the most notable
being the Belfast ship yard Harland & Wolff.
When the the ‘Cromwell Club’ was
established its chief organiser was Sergeant
William McCartney of Musgrave R.I.C.
Barrack and their purpose was to carry out
acts of retaliation whenever members of the
R.I.C. and ‘Specials’ were shot by the
I.R.A. However there are historians who
believe that the purpose of the ‘Cromwell
Clubs’ (and the name alone would support
this) was to drive all the Catholics out of the
new ‘Ulster’ state through the use of absolute
terror.

TOP - District Inspector Nixon
MIDDLE - Sergeant Clarke
BOTTOM - County Inspector Harrison
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Police service of Belfast

I

t would be safe to assume that everyone is well aware
of the changes made to local policing over the past
few years. For the R.U.C. these changes were dramatic
as there is a whole new name, uniform and badge but how
many people are aware that these R.U.C. images were
copied from the all Ireland police service the R.I.C. (Royal
Irish Constabulary)?
When Ireland was divided in 1922 what is now the Republic
set up its own police service which is today’s Garda and
the Northern part of the country (it had no name at this
stage) established the Royal Ulster Constabulary and kept
all the symbols and rank of the now disbanded R.I.C.
Around the world it is a service which is taken for granted
but in Ireland as a whole the police are not all that old.
Dublin was one of the first places to have a police service
and one of the first towns was Belfast. Before this voluntary
patrols were used to prevent crime with punishments
consisting of a good kicking. The history of Belfast’s
police is a fascinating one and the following is a list of
facts about them.
Although the official title of the first organised police
service was the
‘Police Force of Belfast’ everyone referred to them as
‘Bulkies’. This is believed to have come from the bulky
appearance of their over coats. This first service consisted
only of 12 men.
The first force only patrolled sections of the town which
paid rates.
In Belfast it was a crime to:1 - Fail to sweep the pavement outside your door.
2 - Shake a carpet after 8am
3 - Ride a cart at more than walking pace.
Belfast’s prostitutes carried out their trade at the foot
of Donegall Street. When arrested they were held in
the military barracks. Any constable found in the
company of prostitutes was dismissed and two were
dismissed when it was discovered they had VD. One of
these was a constable Robert Peel!
The first bomb attack in Belfast was at 4am on February
28th, 1812 when the home of a muslin manufacturer was
attacked in Peter’s Hill.
The first policemen patrolled Belfast with a long stick
with a hook on the end. This was to grab fleeing
offenders, hence the name Grabbies.
Police patrols were required to kill wandering pigs and
give them to the Poor House. It was also their duty to kill
any dog within fifty yards of any public road that did not
have a 5lb block of wood around its neck.
The first Belfast police station was in Bridge Street. This
must have been a shambles as they soon moved to a
house in Rosemary Street which a Belfast newspaper
described as “dangerous, inconvenient, straitened in
room, filthy and disgraceful not merely to Belfast but
to humanity.” The first escape was by a prisoner who
simply kicked his way through a rotten wall. They soon
moved to premises in Smithfield as there was a fear the
building was about to collapse.
Early police patrols were at night. The first day patrol was
in October 1817 when constables Richard Hardy & John

Magill were appointed. Part of their duties was to stop
children playing marbles, hoops, spinning tops and balls.
Constables were entitled to half the proceeds of the sale
of stolen goods as well as half of the fines imposed on
publicians. When this was stopped the prosecutions
against publicians was dramatically reduced.
Constables also received large cash rewards from
insurance companies when they discovered fires leaving
many to question who started them in the first place.
Sick Pay for Belfast policemen was very unique. In 1845
Constable Hugh O’Hara was ordered to be detained in the
Poor House during his sick leave. Anyone out on sick for
more than 10 weeks was dismissed.
In September 1852 Detective Constable Stewart
McWilliams was given £25 for he and his entire family
to emigrate to America. McWilliam’s was under
investigation for some ‘unknown transgression.’ - Now
that’s a real cover up!
Belfast’s Mayor had the power to jail a constable with hard
labour if found neglecting his duty. (What Alec would do
for that power now!)
In January 1821 Constable Patrick Smith was dismissed
from the force for leaving his wife for another woman.
Drunkenness was such a problem in the Belfast Police
Force that publicians were ordered never to serve them.
If a burglar entered premises through the rear of a
building the constable on whose beat it occurred was
disciplined. If entered through the front he was
dismissed.
In February 1822 constable James Dennis was sentenced
to death after he shot a man in a public house near the
docks.
In June 1826 John Cullen was sentenced to one year in
prison with hard labour for stealing a few shawls. He
was six years old and so small that he could not be seen
in the dock.

As the town of Belfast grew two police services came into
being. The Belfast Police Force (The Bulkies) was in charge
of the area slightly smaller than the present city centre
and the other areas such as the Antrim Road and
Ballymacarrett were under the jurisdiction of the Irish
Constabulary (The Peelers)
The first plain clothes police men appeared in Belfast
in January 1833. The first detectives were in 1845

Cruelty to animals was a major problem for Belfast’s early
police. There were numerous cases of dog and cock fights
as well as badger baiting. However in February 1858 a
Belfast man had killed two rats with his teeth for a wager.
The rats tails were nailed to a table in a public house and
the gambler had to kill them quicker than a dog which was
chasing three others on the floor. The ‘sportsman’ lost and
in the process had his face cut to pieces by the teeth and
claws of the rats. Another example was in June 1862 when
a scripture reader from the Shankill Road was prosecuted.
John Wiley stuck the prongs of a pitchfork through the eyes
of a boy’s dog before disembowelling it with a knife. Public
opinion was so strong that he had to leave town.

The Smithfield area of Belfast was so bad for the police
that it became known as the ‘Smithfield Republic.’ The
police were continuously chased out of it and in May
1855 two constables arrested a man for assault. When
they tried to bring him into custody over 1,000 people
prevented them from doing so. In another incident over
600 people attacked two policemen after they tried to
arrest a drunken soldier.

The Belfast Police Force was stood down on the 1st of
September 1865. Belfast Protestants were very angry
when they were replaced by the Royal Irish Constabulary
and referred to them as a ‘bloody lot of Fenians.”
Belfast’s Catholics weren’t over the moon either and
referred to the RIC as “Orange Peelers.” A Belfast judge
later remarked that the only thing that united Catholics
and Protestants in Belfast was “their common hatred of
the police.”
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Tragic murder of a baby in Newington
Murder is a terrible crime carried out for a number of diverse
reasons ranging from robbery through to ‘crimes of passion.’ It
is a crime which sends us into shock but when the murder
committed is carried out on children then that shock is increased
tenfold. Many of us react with anger and call for these child
killers to be strung up but sometimes circumstances are so bizarre
that this anger can be directed to another person other than the
person who committed the foul deed.
Throughout the country there are numerous cases of mothers
concealing their pregnancies and then murdering the child when
it was born. Some are carried out for truly selfish reasons but
others are carried out as a final act of desperation. One such case
of this occurring was in the Newington area of North Belfast in
December 1888.
John Millan was a commercial traveller who lived with his wife
and children in Atlantic Avenue which connects the Limestone
Road and Antrim Road and which, at this time, was a middle
class area. John Millan’s wife had been extremely ill and confined
to bed for quite a few months, a state of affairs which created a
heavy burden for Mr Millan. Fortunately a domestic servant had
previously been employed and during Mrs Millan’s illness she
proved herself to be a tremendous help around the house. Her
name was Jane McDowell.
On old years night 1888 Mr. Millan was sitting in the bedroom
with his ill wife when one of the children came up around 8.00pm
and told him Miss Jane is not well. Mr. Millan went downstairs
and saw Jane sitting on a chair in the kitchen in a very weak
condition. He observed that there was blood on her apron and
asked her if she had hurt herself to which she replied Indeed sir,
I have. He then asked one of the children to go and fetch the
doctor and was told, Oh don’t fetch the doctor for me, I will be
alright in the morning. Mr. Millan then stated that it was better
for the doctor to come and check on her and sent for Dr. Johnston
in Clifton Street.
When Doctor Johnston arrived he examined the girl quickly in
the kitchen and then asked her to go up to her bedroom for a full
examination. It was after his examination that the doctor
discovered that she had recently given birth. The doctor asked
about this and was told that she had a miscarriage. He asked
where the baby was and the servant replied that she had put it
down the water closet in the rear yard. the doctor came downstairs
and informed Mr. Millan what had happened and both men went
out into the yard and searched the water closet but found nothing.
The doctor then returned to the servant and informed her that
there was nothing there. The girl then stated that the child was
in the yard somewhere and that she would fetch it in the morning.
The doctor told her that he could not leave the house until he had
seen the child and once again the two men went into the yard and
searched for the new born infant. Again they discovered nothing.
At this stage the doctor was becoming infuriated with the girl
and went up to her and demanded to know where the child was.
The girl, seeing his anger, began to cry and informed him that it
was down a manhole in the yard. The two men returned to the
yard for a third time and Mr. Millan lifted up the cover of the
manhole. There, lying in a sewer pipe, was the dead body of a
fully developed male child. The doctor leaned down the hole to
pick it up and when he got it out they discovered to their horror
that the child had a length of rope tied around its neck. To the
two men it had become clear what had happened. The servant
girl was, unknown to the family, pregnant. When the time had
come to give birth the girl went out into the outside toilet. As
soon as the child was born she placed a rope around its neck and
murdered it, concealing the dead body in the man hole where

she hoped it would have been washed away. The police were
sent for immediately. When they arrived the girl was formally
placed under arrest but due to her condition she was not removed
to the barracks. A short time afterwards she was charged with
the wilful murder of her child.
On Wednesday 16th January 1889 Jane McDowell appeared in
the Belfast Police Court on the charge of causing the death of
her newly born child by strangulation. After a short hearing in
which evidence was heard from Mr. Millan and Doctor Johnston
Jane McDowell was remanded in custody to stand trial at the
next Assizes.
Her trial took place in the Belfast Crown Court on Monday 25th
March 1889. The judge was Mr. Justice Harrison.
The court heard evidence from Mr. Millan and Dr. Johnston
stating what had occurred that night, but the most interesting
aspect of the trial was the defence. Jane McDowell was being
defended by Mr. J.B. Killen. In addressing the jury he said The
prisoner appeared before them under very disadvantagious
circumstances. She was poor, and helpless, and she had not the
aids and auxiliaries of fortune by which the terrors of the law
could be very much mitigated. Murder such as that with which
the prisoner stood charged was more serious than ordinary
murder. I have no fault to find with the manner in which the
learned friends had brought forward the case. I ask that, if the
prisoner had a deliberate idea in her mind to take away the life
of her child, would she have left the evidence of her guilt behind?
The cases for the crown rested entirely on the circumstantial
evidence, and I contented that the facts which had been presented
were entirely consistent with the innocence of the prisoner.
Having dealt with the evidence which had been adduced, I leave
the cases with confidence in the hands of the jury who, I am sure,
would give it the impartial consideration which is demanded.
The judge then reviewed the evidence, pointing out that, if the
jury were not perfectly satisfied that the capital charge had been
made out, they might convict the prisoner of concealing the birth
of the child.
The jury retired at 1.25pm and returned to court at 2.00pm. They
found Jane McDowell guilty of the murder of her child. The
foreman of the jury then added; My Lord, the jury wish to
recommend the prisoner to mercy, and do so on the grounds
principally that they consider if there had been some woman about
the house at the time if Mrs. Millan or some other woman had
been present in the house at the time this unfortunate occurrence

would not have taken place. At this point the prisoner broke
down and cried.
The judge then addressed the prisoner. Jane McDowell, you have
been convicted by the jury that have tried you in this case of
murder of your infant child. The jury have assisted by the very
able counsel who defended the case on your behalf, and have
come to the verdict upon a fair, dispassionate, feeling that the
evidence was too strong for them to come to any other conclusion
than the one they have arrived at. This is a very, very painful
case, and I don’t intend saying anything now to aggravate the
feelings you must be labouring under at present. My duty is one
I can’t flinch from, painful though it may be, and that is to award
the sentence of law. My duty now is to pass upon you the sentence
of the law, which is the only one that can be pronounced in the
case of murder. The judge the assumed the black cap and passed
the sentence of death, with the execution date being Thursday,
the 25th April, 1889 in the Belfast Prison.
Jane McDowell’s solicitor immediately organised a memorial for
a commutation of the death sentence and sent it to the Lord
Lieutenant. He received the following letter a few weeks
afterwards.
Dublin Castle
30th April, 1889
Sir
With reference to your letter of the 30th of March, forwarding
a memorial on behalf of Jane McDowell, a prisoner in Belfast
Prison under sentence of death, I am directed by the Lord
Lieutenant to acquaint you, for the information of the memorial,
that his Excellency, having had the case under his careful
consideration, has been pleased to commute the sentence upon
the prisoner to penal servitude for life.
Jane McDowell had her death sentence lifted and was now
beginning to serve the most of her life behind bars. There is no
doubt that this was a very tragic case but one of the most
mysterious points about the whole trail was the fact that the father
of the child received no mention. At this time domestic servants
were treated very poorly and were treated more as property than
persons. Those who employed them often felt that they could
treat them however they wished and on many cases were forced
to have sex in order to ‘reward’ the person who employed them.
I am not stating that this happened on this occasion as there is no
proof but what is worth noting is the fact that the girl was
employed ten months previous to having the child -is it possible
that a ‘reward’ was sought a few weeks after she started?

ATLANTIC AVENUE: The Newington street was at the heart
of a 19th century murder trail
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the Arnon Street Massacre
his year (2002) marks the 80th anniversary of some
of the mass killings which were carried out by the
notorious District Inspector Nixon of the R.I.C.
against the innocent Catholic community of North and West
Belfast. In previous articles I have highlighted some of his
tasks, the most notable being the murder of the McMahon
family just of the Antrim Road. Another section of Nixon’s
reign of terror was the series of incidents which became
known as the Arnon Street Massacre in the Carrick Hill area.
On the night of April 1st 1922 regular R.I.C. Constable
George B. Turner was on patrol on Peter’s Hill with a member
of the B-Specials. Just after 11 o’clock a sniper opened fire
on the pair and a bullet struck Constable Turner. The bullet
entered through the back of his head and came out through
his mouth, he died instantly. The Special who was with him
then ran to the nearby Brown Square barracks and reported
what had happened. A short time later R.I.C. Constable
Gordon (a member of Nixon’s murder squad) entered the
barrack guard room, seized a sledge hammer, (reported to
have been the same hammer used to smash down the
McMahon’s door) and called for volunteers for a reprisal.
The killing was the excuse Nixon (who was based in
Brown Square) had needed, was waiting for and had
organised. He immediately organised his murder squad
and a number of ‘Specials’ and ordered them into the barrack
lorries and tenders. They then drove out and into the
nearby Catholic area of Carrick Hill. What was to follow
rivalled the McMahon family murders in its savagery
and ruthlessness. The murder squad arrived first in Stanhope
Street and jumping from their lorries they began to smash
their way into the houses. At the same time a Lancia
armoured car was firing indiscriminately through the
windows and doors not caring whether or not if it was men,
women or children who were behind them.
The first house to be attacked was number 15 Stanhope Street
and after forcing an entry they came across Joseph McRory,
aged 40, whom they ordered to put his hands up. McCrory
placed his hands above his head exclaiming
‘Oh, son, I never harmed anyone.’’‘None of your sonning
me,’ was the reply before Joseph McCrory was shot dead.
The killers then burst into a few more houses but left when
they found no men present within them. At the same time a
different group burst into number 26 Park Street where they
came upon a sailor, who had just returned from sea, named
Bernard McKenna. Rushing up the narrow staircase and into
the small bedroom they found McKenna standing near the
fire and shot him eight times killing him instantly. Mr.
McKenna was the father of seven young children. The next
house singled out for attack was number 16 Arnon Street. A
man named William Spallin lived here and that very day he
had buried his wife. Mr. Spallin was seventy years old and
was in the bedroom with his twelve year old grandchild.
When the killers burst in they aimed their weapons at the
pensioner and shot him dead were he lay. A short time later
the young child was found sitting up in bed gazing in horror
at the murdered man crying ‘look at daddy.’
Number 12 Arnon Street was the next home to be forced
into. In this house lived the Walsh family and the two adult
men who lived here were both ex-soldiers who had fought
in the Great War. As the R.I.C. were beating the front door
the mother thought it wise to open it and let the police enter
as she thought it was just another raid. As soon as the door
opened the armed gang pushed their way past the frightened

T

woman and pushed her to the ground. They then proceeded
up the stairs and into the bedroom where they found Joseph
Walsh in bed with his seven year old son Michael and two
year old daughter Brigid. They then dragged Joseph Walsh
from the bed and threw him to the floor where they smashed
in his head with a sledgehammer. He died instantly. The
gang then opened fire on the two screaming children and
both were hit a number of times. The girl survived but the
boy died a short time afterwards. Fourteen year old Frank
Walsh was shot and beaten in the kitchen and survived as
did Joseph Walsh’s brother who had hid in the yard with two
young children.
Nixon’s excuse’to launch this attack was that Constable
Turner was shot from this area, but was he ?
At this period the area was under the control of the 2nd
Battalion, Belfast Brigade I.R.A. and all their arms and
movement of members in the district were all accounted for
at the time the R.I.C. constable was shot. So if it was not the
I.R.A. who shot him then who was it? Nixon and his murder
squad said that he was shot from Stanhope Street and that is
the reason why they attacked this area but what really
happened was a simple plan conducted by Nixon to gain an
excuse to attack the area. Constable Turner was shot dead
by one of his fellow officers from the roof of nearby Brown
Square barracks. The spot in which he was shot could in no
way be seen from the Stanhope Street area. In this area the
main sniper activity itself came mainly from the roof of
Brown Square barracks as snipers had fired from here on
numerous occasions beforehand, however the wound which
Constable Turner received would also suggest that he had
been shot from this place. The spot he was shot at was near
the Peter’s Hill Baths and the bullet fired came through the
top of his head and out through his mouth, this alone suggests
that he was shot from a high position and the nearest (and
only) high building was Brown Square barracks.
This is just one of the many occasions in which Nixon’s
murder squad sought to create their own excuse to murder
Catholics. They had at times also fired on the military based
in the nearby Victoria Barracks with the intentions of getting
them to ‘shoot-up’ Catholic areas but the military were
mainly aware of this and took no action. It is also another of
the many incidents in which District Inspector Nixon
showed his absolute brutality in the killing of completely
innocent Roman Catholics. As stated in previous articles
there are many many more incidents including the ‘reprisal’
killings in Millfield after two ‘Specials’ were shot dead by
the I.R.A. in July 1922. On this occasion Nixon ordered out
every available armoured car and men. They then set off to
the nearby Millfield area and once there raked the whole
area with machine-gun fire before bursting into many houses.
When they left fourteen people lay dead and badly injured.
Although their main plan was to shoot male Catholics (one
case being the McMahon family) there are also incidents
were Nixon was seen by eyewitnesses who recognised him
and who made statements testifying that he openly shot at
and killed women and children.
One incident of this is the shooting of the Walsh children
but others have included the shooting of a four year old girl
named Skillen who was shot dead on the Crumlin Road
and also of a baby boy who was shot dead as his sister held
him in her arms in Upper Library Street.

TOP - Joseph Walsh in his military uniform with
seven year old Michael Walsh.
MIDDLE - Constable Turner
BOTTOM - Bernard McKenna
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Convict hangs teen soldier
ome time ago I compiled a feature in this
paper in relation to Simon McGeown who
was hanged in the Crumlin Road Prison
for a brutal child murder on Cavehill. He was
only one of several North Belfast men hanged
in the Belfast Prison and over the next few
weeks I will be looking at the cases of all of
them. In this feature I deal with the case of
Robert O’Neill who murdered his Corporal in
the Belfast Barracks (later Victoria Barracks).
This story has a unique twist to it as the young
teenage soldier was hanged in his military
uniform by a hangman in a convicts uniform.

S

The story began on the 22nd August 1853 in
one of the common rooms of the Belfast Infantry
Barracks, Private Robert Henry O’Neill
wreaked a horrible revenge on Corporal Robert
Brown.
Both men were stationed at the Barracks at the
time, being members of the 1st Battalion of the
12th (East Worcestershire) Regiment of Foot.
Corporal Brown had earlier put Private O’Neill
on report for a minor misconduct.
Between’eight and nine o’clock that same
evening, when several soldiers, including the
ill-fated corporal, were assembled in the Barrack
room, Private O’Neill deliberately raised his
musket and fired at his victim as he was writing
at the table. As O’Neill tried to flee from the
scene, he was arrested.
EXECUTION ORDER
The following day a verdict of wilful murder
was found against him by a coroners jury. The
trial came on at the Spring Assizes for County
Antrim before Sergeant Howley, and the result
was that he was ordered for execution on May
5th 1854. The defence counsel, Mr. Ferguson,
having in the course of the trial, raised two
points of law in O’Neill’s favour - one relating
to the constitution of the jury, and the other to
the omission of certain words in the sentence
of the judge - these points were argued in Error
before the Judges of the Queen’s Bench in
Dublin.

morning of his execution he expressed his desire
to be executed in his military uniform, stating
that it would completely unnerve him to appear
before the crowds in his grave clothes. This
request was subsequently complied with.
TWENTY THOUSAND SPECTATORS
Crowds began to assemble at the gaol from an
early hour. By twelve noon it was estimated
that the crowd numbered no fewer than twenty
thousand. The throngs covered the road, the
fields adjoining, and every eminence in the
neighbourhood, from which even the most
imperfect view of the scaffold could be
obtained. This was how the scene was described
at the time:The crowd stretched as far as the eye could see.
The authorities who had not anticipated such a
large crowd quickly dispatched extra troops to
the scene, for the preservation of the peace. The
force present eventually consisted one
detachment from each of the depots now
stationed in this garrison, namely, the 62nd and
the 68th, under the command of Major Mathias;
the D troop of the 2nd Dragoons (Queen’s
Bays); 110 of the County Antrim Constabulary,
and 30 of the County Down Constabulary,
under the command of Captain Flinter, County
Inspector, and Sub-Inspectors Daly, Henry, and
Holmes, of the County Antrim, and Williams of
the County Down.
The infantry soldiers were posted inside the
railings of the prison, and the dragoons and part
of the constabulary kept the road in front, for
some distance on either side free from the
incursions of the crowd. The remainder of the
constabulary were placed under the portico of
the Court-House, in front of the Gaol. In true
Belfast custom, a fine drizzling and penetrating
rain fell during most of the morning. Within
the gaol, the most profound and oppressive
silence prevailed, those present only speaking
in whispers - a strange and awful contrast to
the turbulent and unseemly spectacle outside.

CONVICT HANGMAN
The final moment for O’Neill’s execution
arrived and a melancholy procession moved
towards the gallows (No provision had been
made at the newly built gaol for a gallows and
subsequently a temporary gallows had been
erected in front of one of the windows of the
upper storey of the main edifice inside) The
hangman led the procession, next was O’Neill,
his face and neck covered with the dreaded
white hood, his arms pinioned behind his back
and supported by his clergymen. He was helped
up the step ladder to the drop. As the hangman
came into view, there was a sudden thrill in the
crowd, as though the multitude had been awed
by the scene for the first time. On this occasion
however it was noted that the actual hangman,
even though his identity was hidden by a crepe
hood, his prison garb was plain to be seen. He
was himself a prisoner at Belfast Prison, having
been sentenced to three successive terms of
imprisonment by the magistrates for assaults
committed during his stay in Belfast.
FINAL PRAYERS
The crowd began murmuring when O’Neill
appeared on the scaffold and his prayers along
with those of the clergy could be heard
resounding off the prison walls. When
everything was ready the hangman withdrew the
bolt. The drop fell. The sharp chucking of the
cord announcing to those inside the descent of
the condemned man. The fall was measured at
eleven feet and death was judged to have been
instantaneous, for the limbs barely shrunk up
and quivered for a little while, the hands grew
black, and in less than a minute the corpse was
motionless, except that it swayed slightly to and
fro with the momentum of the fall. At the fatal
moment, a loud and general scream went up
from the crowd. The cries and wailing of the
women were reported to have been most
distressing and as the whole scene occupied but
a few minutes the large crowds quickly
dispersed.

JUDGE IN TEARS
Successive reprieves finally ended with a verdict
of guilty. It was reported at the time that when
the dreadful moment came for the judge to don
the black cap and pass the death sentence tears
were streaming down his face and his apparent
unease and grief was equally matched by
O’Neill’s convulsive sobbing as he was
supported by warders in the dock.
The convict was returned to’the condemned cell
(No.3 in ‘D Wing’). Three priests visited to
comfort and console him. They were the Rev.
Messrs. Fagan, Mc Cartan and Martin. On the

INFANTRY BARRACKS: British soldiers on parade around the turn of the last century
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Murder in the Half Bap
house in Robert Street, which was situated directly
behind St. Anne’s Cathedral, was the scene of the brutal
murder of a poor defenceless woman by the name of
Mary Anne Phillips. When police arrived at the scene they found
the woman’s dead body lying inside the house. She had been
badly beaten. The head and face were covered with blood from
eight different wounds, varying from two inches to half an inch
in length, some of which penetrated to the bone. The police
quickly ascertained what had happened with the help of the main
witness, an unfortunate young boy of only seven years. He
pointed the guilty finger at his father, Arthur McKeown, a married
man who was separated and lived at the time at 38 Robert Street
with Mary Anne Phillips as husband and wife. He was promptly
arrested and remanded in custody.

A

He eventually went on trial before Mr. Justice Holmes and a
twelve man jury at Belfast Crown Court. Counsel for the
prosecution opened the case claiming that the evidence which
they intended to submit constituted a continuous and unbroken
chain of events which would leave the jury without the slightest
doubt of the accused’s guilt. They then proceeded to call on
several witnesses who outlined McKeown’s movements on the
hours’leading up to the murder. This process finished with the
evidence of a Mrs Margaret Crommie who on the night in question
was standing on the corner of Robert Street at around fifteen
minutes after midnight. Arthur McKeown called on her saying
that he thought Mary Phillips was dead or dying and that he did
not know whether to send for the doctor or the police. Just at
that the police came into the street and everyone went into 38
Robert Street.
Constable John Douglass then went to describe the scene before
him as he entered the house. In the back room off the kitchen the
body of the murdered woman had been lying between the bed
and a chest of drawers, parallel to the bed with the head resting
on a pillow which was soaked in blood. There was a pool of
blood half way between the body and the door which bore the
evidence of an attempt to brush the same pool away. While
Constable Douglass was examining the scene the accused entered
the room and made the following extraordinary statement which
the constables took a note of at the time; “You need not be uneasy
about her . She has often been this way before. All the woman
wants is to get pumped, when she will be all right.
The fact of the matter is, she has me robbed. She went away in
July last, taking £7 or £8 with her, and when she got me away at
the Maze races she took two or three more out of that chest of
drawers. Tonight I got her in a house in Morrow’s Entry, and
brought her home. Shortly afterwards we went to bed. I was
lying at the wall and she next the door. About eleven o’clock the
children wakened me, saying their mother was at the drawer again.
When I got up she was lying as you see her. I then rose and went
out and told Maggie Crommie. She said it would be better to tell
the police. There was a bottle of whiskey on the drawers when
we went to bed and if you were to see all that is left of it; I
suppose she was drunk and fell out of bed. Do you accuse me of
giving her foul play?” The police, on conducting a search of the
house discovered a mans shirt rolled up under the pillows and
covered with blood as well as spots of blood on the accused’s
clothes.
The police also commented on the fact that the bed appeared as
if no-one had slept in it that particular night. Dr. W.C. Graham,
who examined the body gave it as his opinion that the wounds
on Mary Phillips’ body could not have been self-inflicted nor

could they have been as a result of a fall. These findings were
supported by Dr. Samuel McKee and so the Crown case closed.
The defence explained the seriousness of the jury’s task and asked
them to consider two questions very carefully - first, did the
accused commit the act laid at his charge, and second, if he did
commit it, was he so provoked that the act was not done wilfully,
feloniously, and of his malign afterthought. He put forward the
suggestion that the woman had been murdered by a third party
and concluded by urging the jury that if they did not believe a
third party was involved they could convict him of a lesser crime
of manslaughter if they believed that the crime had not been wilful
or premeditated.
The judge then summed up by explaining the law to the jury
before they retired to decide their verdict. After a half an hour
they jury returned with a verdict of guilty. The accused was taken
away to the gaol to await execution.
Arthur McKeown was 35 years of age and was born at Carrick
Hill in Belfast. His parents kept a small grocers shop on the
corner of Carrick Hill and Kent Street. His two little children
aged five and seven were placed in the Belfast Workhouse.
On Monday January 14th at Eight o’clock in the morning
McKeown paid the full penalty for his crime on the scaffold at
Belfast Prison. Crowds began to gather from Carlisle Circus
right up to the gates of the gaol from as early as six thirty eager
to monitor the movements of anyone entering the prison.
The scaffold had been erected at the end of ‘D’ Wing (the eastern
wing of the prison). The hangman was Berry and he and his able
assistant had to adjust the rope so that all would go smoothly at
the fateful hour. There was nothing peculiar about the scaffold
as the mechanics were exactly the same as those used throughout
the country. There was however this difference taken as a whole:
the condemned man was asked to ascend a staircase, the platform
being on a level with the corridor. This arrangement while
convenient from the inside necessitated the digging of a pit
underneath, to a depth of some three or four feet to allow a
sufficient drop. The bottom of this pit was strewn with sawdust.
The press were allowed to visit the scaffold before the actual
execution and after this they proceeded to interview the hangman.
With a grin on his face that morning Berry explained that he had
“pushed off” considerably more than one hundred people in his

time and the rope he would be using to hang McKeown would be
a tried and trusty Manilla of the Government regulation type,
three-quarter inch diameter. He went on to explain that he would
have given the prisoner an eight foot drop, but fearing the
weakness of his neck and considering that he was but little over
eight stone in weight, he had reduced it to seven. Notwithstanding
this reduction he assured the press that the strain on the neck was
equal to one ton six and three quarter hundredweight. At that the
sound of a heavy door opening along the corridor brought silence
among the gathering of journalists. Everyone now stood
breathless, and the proverbial pin falling would have caused
confusion. The first breach of the dead silence was caused by
the Very Rev. John McAllister reciting the prayers for the dying.
As the procession came into view it was reported that it was
headed by Mr. H. H. Bottomley, the Under-Sheriff, who was
followed by Mr. Jeremiah McKenna, the deputy governor of the
prison; Dr Stewart, the medical attendant at the prison; the
clergyman already named, accompanied by Rev. Mr. McCartan,
and the accused, a number of warders bringing up the rear. Slowly
and solemnly the little company approached the hangman.
McKeown held a crucifix in his hands and prayed audibly as
Berry began to pinion him with the leather straps. When this
was done the party proceeded through another door to the scaffold.
The hangman now directed the proceedings by placing the
condemned man over the trapdoor. The white cap was then placed
over his eyes, the legs were strapped together, the assistant then
handed the executioner the noose which he adjusted. All this
time the man was constantly praying and imploring God’s mercy.
Stepping aside he touched the lever and Arthur McKeown was
launched into eternity. The last words upon his lips were, “Into
Thy hands Lord Jesus I commend my spirit”. McKeown died
without making any formal admission of his guilt.
The black flag was hoisted just on the stroke of eight and the
large crowds who having their morbid curiosity satisfied, quietly
dispersed.

FOOTNOTE
McKeown had appeared in the Belfast Police Courts on several
occasions charged with assaulting the same woman. The street
in which he lived in, Robert Street, was so notorious that the
local authorities changed its name to Exchange Street West.
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Brutal Child Murder in Lepper Street

A

t 8 o’clock on the 19th of August 1909 a man named
Richard Justin was hanged in the Crumlin Road Prison for
the horrific murder of four year old Annie Thompson who
died after being systematically beaten over a long period.
Needless to say this crime caused widespread revulsion all over
the city and a tiny part of this was shown in the following letter
which was printed in a local newspaper shortly after the execution:Sir - The curtain having fallen upon the final scene on the sad
tragedy of little Annie Thompson’s death, will you grant me space
for a brief reference to it. On Friday 12th March, the day on
which was terminated the child’s miserable existence, an
anonymous letter which lies before me as I write, was received at
this office. In the letter the writer details the sufferings of the
child for the period of ‘two months’ and asks the Society to
interfere. The opening sentence of the letter runs thus:“I was to drop you a note last week.” Now “last week” meant at
least six days before, probably longer. If the intention expressed
by the writer had been carried out, it is possible that Annie
Thompson would be alive today, and Richard Justin also.
The history of the case as revealed in the court shows only too
clearly that if an officer of the Society had visited “last week” he
would have found ample grounds for the Society proceeding at
once to have the child removed to a place of safety. It is
inconceivable why any person seeing an innocent child
suffering”as Annie Thompson did, and knowing that the National
Society existed to protect such a child, should delay even for one
hour in giving information which would have brought immediate
relief to the little sufferer. It is an unspeakably sad reflection
that Annie Thompson might have been saved, but she is dead.
She will not, however, suffered and died in vain if the memory of
her cruel sufferings and terrible death be the means of impressing
upon every individual member of the community the duty and
responsibility of co-operating with the Society in preventing the
wrongs of helpless children by making it known to it without delay
the case of any child who is not being fairly dealt with. The names
of persons giving information are kept strictly private, and a
personaly call at this office, a telephone message, or a letter will
receive immediate attention.
Yours faithfully
William Rodden
Belfast Branch N.S.P.C.C.
The inquest into the death of little Annie Thompson on the 15th of
March proved to be one of the most distressing ever to come before
the Coroners Court . The child was just four years old at the time
of her death and she was said to have been the daughter of Annie

Thompson and Richard Justin who had just got married a few
months previously and lived with three children at 84 Lepper Street.
The first witness to be called before the Coroner was Brigid
McWilliams who lived at 107 Hardinge Street on the opposite side
of the New Lodge Road. She informed the court that the little
child would call to her house every morning on the way to school.
Around six weeks previously she told the Coroner that the child
had called and had a black eye. The following day the child called
again and this time the other eye was badly marked. A few days
later she noticed that the child had a bad bruise on her chin. When
the child was asked what had happened she told her that her father
had kicked her.
Mrs McWilliams also informed the court that on another occasion
she saw the child’s body covered in bruises and that on another
occasion before that that the little girls jaw had been ‘tied up’ and
her’‘wee elbow’ was all swollen up and that the’‘skin was off her
back.’
The litany of cruelty did not stop there and Mrs McWilliams told
of how the child’s wrist had been burned and how the poor creature
had been subjected to regular beatings with a cane by her cruel
father. She also told the Coroner that she had told Justin’s wife of
her intention of reporting the cruelty to the authorities but that she
had received an undertaking from her that the beatings would cease.
The next witness was a Margaret Craig who lived in number 65
Halliday’s Road. She stated that she lived at 84 Lepper Street up
until the 25th of February. She occupied two rooms on the ground
floor while the Justin family lived in the two upstairs rooms. She
told the court that she often heard shouting from the Justin’s part
of the house and that she had heard young Annie Thompson scream
“Da, Da, don’t beat me any more.” She also stated that she heard
the cries of the child almost every night and once heard the mother
saying, “hit me and let the child alone.”
Professor Summers was then called and he informed the Coroner
that he had formerly been a professor of pathology in Cario and
that he had made a special study of bruises. He had the opportunity
of examining the back of a man who had been given 100 whips
with a cat-of-nine tails. Comparing the child’s thighs with that
man’s back, the child had almost been equally injured and had been
brutally treated. He went on to detail his horrific findings when he
examined the body of the unfortunate child in the morgue. “On
the front of the chest and belly wall were twelve bruises, each about
the size of a six pence: these bruises were fading, being of several
days standing. The right arm showed six similar bruises. On front
of the right thigh were two recent bruises, each the size of a six
pence. On the left forearm, to the outside, was a recent bruise the
size of a shilling. On the right side of the forehead there was a
recent bruise, the size of a five shilling piece, the skin over which

was partly scraped off. On the chin were five bruises and on the
back of the thighs there was bruising extending from the buttocks
to the bend of the knees. This bruised area was marked by red
streaks from one to two inches long, crossing each other at acute
angles, the appearance being that of a severe beating with a stick
or rod. Under the skin beneath these streaks there was blood poured
out into the fat, so that the whole of the subcutaneous parts of the
back of the thighs were sodden with blood. The legs below the
knees were bruised in places, and blood was effused under the skin.
On removing the scalp the whole of the top part of the head was
found to be covered by recently shed blood, which lay in a mass
over the front sides, top, and back of the skull bones, forming a
cap over the whole vault of the skull. On removing the skull cap
the brain was found to be covered by an enormous mass of recently
shed blood. He concluded by telling the Coroner that the child’s
death was due to haemorrhage on the brain due to violence. The
Coroner then asked the professor if this could have been caused by
accident. The professor answered (emphatically) that the child was
beaten to death!
Justin claimed that the child’s injuries were caused by a fall from
her bed. He also claimed in a statement after being cautioned by
the police, “Never in my life; never in my life. My wife can tell
you that the little thing was often beaten down in Hardinge Street
by that woman Brigid McWilliams, who gave evidence at the
inquest,” Notwithstanding the able pleading of Justin’s counsel,
Mr Campbell, the jury found him guilty and he was sentenced to
hang. Later efforts to secure a reprieve failed and the prisoner
went to the scaffold on Thursday 19th August.
Long before the time fixed for the melancholy ceremony, crowds
of people, impelled by a morbid curiosity, began to assemble on
the Crumlin Road, and as the fatal hour approached the thoroughfare
between that building and the County Courthouse became densely
thronged, even though there was absolutely nothing to be seen save
the occasional entrance of an official within the gloomy portals of
the prison, and, later on, the nailing upon the door of the notice
intimating that the dreaded sentence of the law had been duly carried
into effect. The tradition of hoisting a black flag, which was
formerly always associated with executions was not brought into
practice on this occasion as the tradition was being phased out.
Many of the crowd however waited in vain to see the black flag.
Another development in executions was that the press were now
barred from the actual execution itself. The only people authorised
to witness the hanging were the High Sheriff, the Under Sheriff,
the Governor of the prison, and the prison medical officer and the
attendant clergyman. The executioner on this occasion was
Pierpont. Justin it was reported was awake from an early hour, and
was for a considerable time in conversation with Mr. Frederick
Woolley, of the Unitarian Mission, Stanhope Street, who had
regularly visited and given comfort to the unhappy man since his
trial. Shortly before eight o’clock, the governor of the gaol, Mr.
Thomas Stringer, in compliance with the official documents,
delivered up the prisoner. On arriving before the hangman, his
arms were pinioned and he was led along the short passage leading
from the condemned cell to the place of the execution a stone
chamber built several years earlier to take place of the old wooden
structure which had been previously used inside the gaol when
public executions were abolished. On arriving at the scaffold the
pinioning process was completed. The white cap and rope were
adjusted and the burial service was solemnly recited by the attendant
minister. A few seconds later the lever was pulled, and the awesome
ceremony was completed. The prison bell tolled for a quarter of
an hour. At ten past eight a warder nailed a notice to the front
doors of the prison declaring that “Judgement of Death” had been
duly carried out.

LEFT - The hangman’s boxes in the Belfast Prison
which contained the tools of the executioner including
the ropes used in the horrific deed
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The Titanic’s first victims

T

here is no doubt that the most
famous single item ever to
come out of Belfast was the
Titanic. This ship was built alongside
its sister ship, the Olympic, in the
Belfast Shipyard and we all know the
story from there. However, one little
known story in relation to the Titanic
is the fact that among its first victims
were a father and son from the New
Lodge area of North Belfast.
During the construction of the
Olympic and Titanic there were a
number of deaths. Due to the numbers
of men employed building both
vessels and the lack of safety
regulations it is almost a miracle that
the death rate was as low as it was.
There is no doubt that the most tragic
of all these deaths was the last which
occurred during the construction of
the Titanic.

Robert Murphy was employed in the
shipyard as a rivet counter. On the
11th of June, 1911, he was crossing a
plank gangway on the Titanic when
the boards suddenly parted and caved
in. Mr Murphy fell 50 feet down on
top of the tank top and died as a result
of the injuries received. Mr Murphy’s
death was not the first for the family
in the Belfast shipyard nor indeed the
Titanic. The previous death on the
massive ship was that of Mr Murphy’s
son who met a similar fate. This added
a note of pathos to the tragedy,
and’emphasised the universal
sympathy that it evoked.
At two o’clock on the 15th June, 1911,
the funeral of Mr Murphy began from
his home at 6 Hillman Street in the
New Lodge area of North Belfast. The
coffin was placed in the hearse and
bore the simple inscription:-

ROBERT MURPHY
Died 13th June 1911
After a brief service by the Rev. W.
Magill, curate of Trinity Church, the
mournful train of followers slowly
moved off from Hillman Street into
North Queen Street, Duncairn
Gardens and Antrim Road and onto
Carnmoney Burying Ground, where
the interment took place. At the
graveyard a burial service was
conducted by the Rev. R. Clarke,
rector of Carnmoney, and amidst
expressions of sorrow the coffin was
reverently lowered into its last resting
place.
Mr Murphy’s death has been ignored
by most Titanic historians, which is
strange given the fact that Mr Murphy
and his son were the first real’‘family’
victims of the Titanic.
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Passing time in Victorian fashion
There is no doubt that the Victorian’s had some very
unique ways in which to pass the time and in Belfast
things were certainly no different. We must remember
that these were the days long before television, radio
and CD’s and entertainment was provided’by the many
theatre halls. Those halls provided for the great masses
(non-snobs!) were a nightmare for the performers and
there is no doubt that the audience on the Muppet Show
are based on these.
Another popular form of Victorian entertainment was
the public gallery of the local courtrooms. Here you
could get a full days entertainment full of true scandal
totally free. Looking at the records of these court
proceedings today it is no wonder that people went
along as the record books are crammed full of brilliant
and unusual cases. In future articles I will be looking
at different cases but to give a bit of a taster the
following is a transcript of a case which came before
the Belfast Police Court on the 10th of October, 1866
A FEMALE SAILOR EXTRAORDINARY CONDUCT
“John Stitt” and Robert Stitt were brought up by
Harbour Constable Dorman, charged with being drunk
at Donegall Quay.
Mr Seeds appeared for the prosecution.
Dorman said that at about one o’clock that morning
he arrested the prisoner’s on Donegall Quay for being
drunk. The first prisoner afterwards turned out to be a
woman. (Laughter in Court) He observed them lying
on the street and went and asked them what they were
up to, The second prisoner got up and said, “This is
my woman.” “John“Stitt” then got up and said, “I am
your son.” He afterwards found the prisoners drunk in
the Ardrossan Shed and arrested them.
MR. O’DONNELL - How do you know that “John
Stitt” is a female in disguise?
HEAD CONSTABLE LAMB - Head Constable Egan
and I were in the Police Office and we suspected him
from his appearance. We asked him was he a woman
and he of course denied it. We sent for Mrs Hogg, a
female searcher, and she pronounced him a woman.
(Great laughter)
MR O’DONNELL (to the second prisoner) - What
have you to say for yourself?
PRISONER - Nothing, your worship.
MR O’DONNELL - What do you know about this
girl?
SUPERINTENDENT MAGEE (Harbour Police) - I
went aboard the vessel, which is called The Liberty
and saw the only remaining sailor that was on board.
He told me that the captain had brought “John Stitt”
on board as his son about three weeks ago and that
“John” wrought as an ordinary seaman every day. The
captain and his “son” heaved the coals and he weighed
them. The vessel is here since the”29th of last month.
James Roddick, the mate of the vessel, referred to by
Superintendent Magee, said that the male prisoner was
captain of the vessel The first prisoner acted as cook
and witness was the only other seaman on board.

MR O’DONNELL - What I want to know is what
control I have over this person for wearing costume
which is not that of her sex?
MR REA - There is no law giving you control over
her. The poor creature, I suppose, was trying to earn
her bread by working on board this vessel. Women
are often found in the army on the Continent. It is not
a matter that the public have to deal with and I think
she is entitled to credit for working so hard.
MR SEEDS - I am afraid your worship has no power.
MR REA - They are liable to be fined for being drunk.
If she chooses to work as a man on board the collier, it
is her own business.
The male prisoner was then brought out before the
magistrate.
MR O’DONNELL - What have you to say to this
case?
PRISONER - I have nothing to say.
MR O’DONNELL - Are you the commander of the
schooner?
PRISONER - She belongs to me.
MR O’DONNELL - What age is that girl?
HEAD CONSTABLE LAMB - She is twenty-six
years of age.
MR O’DONNELL - If there was evidence before me
that the disguise was assumed for any illegal purpose
I would punish her.
MR SHEALS - The disguise was assumed for the
purpose of enabling her to earn her bread.
When the prisoner was asked to explain herself , she
claimed that she was from Girvan in Scotland and that
she had went voluntarily along with the captain of the
schooner.
MR O’DONNELL (to Robert Stitt) - What do you
intend to do with this woman?

PRISONER - I will provide her with proper clothing
belonging to her sex. I intend to ship her on the long
voyage. (Great laughter)
MR O’DONNELL - What is the meaning of that?
SUPERINTENDENT MAGEE - He means he shall
marry her.
MR O’DONNELL (to Stitt) - You had better give Mrs
Hogg (the female police searcher) money to go and
buy clothing for her.
The male prisoner then handed £3 to Mrs Hogg to
provide suitable clothing for his paramour.
Representations were then made to the court about how
the case had caused great excitement in the immediate
area of the quays once the facts had been made known.
Mr Seeds said that if the woman went in her proper
dress it might avert a disturbance.
“John Stitt” was then sent along with Mrs Hogg and
Superintendent Magee to get proper clothing. After
she had been dressed in female attire she proceeded
back to the Police Court. She was followed by a large
crowd, who cheered her loudly and appeared to be most
anxious to get a view of the extraordinary woman who
had acted as an ordinary seaman on board a schooner.
When brought before the court in male attire her
disguise was so complete that some parties present
could hardly believe she was a woman.
On her arrival back at court in her proper garb Mr
O’Donnell discharged both her and Stitt
recommending that they be more cautious of their
actions in future.
The two prisoners, after leaving the court, were
followed for some distance through the streets of the
town by a large crowd.
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Rev. Hugh Hanna - two
sides of a fier y cleric
noticed in the North Belfast News,
Saturday 7th September, 2002, that
once again the issue of the old statue
which stood on Carlisle Circus has risen
its head again. This statue was of the Rev.
Hugh Hanna and was wrecked in a bomb
attack on the 1st of March 1970 and never
replaced. Like everything in history there
are a number of versions of the type of
person the Rev Hanna was and people are
going to accept the version of their own
political persuasion.
Hugh Hanna was born of the 21st of
February, 1821, near Dromara, Co. Down
After his grandmothers death he came to
Belfast to live with his parents.
He was always a religious person and in
March 1852 he was ordained and installed
in the new congregation in Berry Street.
Later he established a new congregation
in North Belfast and in 1872 built St
Enoch’s Church on Carlisle Circus.

I

House steps but Hanna knew by his chosen
location that it would cause the maximum
offence to the local Catholic population.
Beside the platform was a store yard
belonging to the Harbour Board, the key
of which was in the pocket of a harbour
constable who was a follower of Hanna.
Once the Catholic’s arrived the gate was
opened and men from the shipyard rushed
in. Stored were hundreds of sharp edged
staves, crowbars, hooks and numerous
other weapons. Needless to say a riot
broke out and Hanna fled the scene.
On another occasion, in 1872, Nationalists
planned a march on Our Lady’s Day
through the town and to Carlisle Circus.
Hanna had met with the local authorities
and informed them that he had information
that the Catholics had planned to destroy
his new church. He also informed them
that if “the papish rebels” assembled
outside the doors of the church there would
be bloodshed. The police stopped the
parade at the bottom of Clifton Street. To
cut a long story short a riot broke out after
the parade was attacked and later Hanna

was carried shoulder high, satisfied that
he had taught the papish rebels a lesson.
These are only two examples of much of
the trouble that was caused by Hugh
Hanna. On another aspect of his career he
wanted ‘papist priests’ kept out of the
Belfast Workhouse and the children in the
care of the institution who were Roman
Catholic converted. There are also a
number of cases where he kidnapped
young girls and attempted to convert them.
He died on the 3rd of February, 1892, and
although Hanna may have been involved
in various acts of kindness, these are
overshadowed by his acts of anti Catholic
wickedness and any third rate historian can
see that.

LEFT - Rev. Hugh Hanna
BELOW - Hanna’s funeral attracted a massive crowd

There is no doubt that Hugh Hanna was a
kind man. He was prominent in various
education schemes and worked for the
poor and sick through the Belfast
Charitable Society and the General
Hospital in Frederick Street. This being
the case there was also another side to
Hugh Hanna - a more sinister one.
Hanna despised Catholic’s (or Papists as
he referred). and there are many cases of
riots being started by him and planned well
in advance. For example, on one occasion
in 1857 Hanna held a meeting outside the
Seaman’s Presbyterian Church in
Corporation Street. The usual place for
these sort of meetings was the Custom
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Historical Cavehill
There are many places of historical interest
throughout North Belfast which are generally
ignored by most of the population of those
living in this part of the city. One of these
places is Cavehill which we all know about
but few actually visit on a regular basis. This
place is steeped in legend and most of this is
unknown to the citizens of the city. For
example, how many of us know about the
Diamond of the Cavehill? Not very many. But
the story is that this was said to have shone on
the face of the cliff and in centuries past
vessels in the lough fired at it in order to secure
this precious jewel. Of course there were
many who believed that what it really was was
a patch of white limestone which shone in the
sunlight.
Cavehill is a fascinating place for a stroll and
the caves themselves can be reached from all
directions without any great difficulty. Once
we are here the view over Belfast is
outstanding and this alone makes it worth the
hike. Behind us is the most accessible cave. It
has the impression of an inverted pot, and was
no doubt well suited to the uses to which it
was formerly put. Some of the most
fascinating history of our locality centres
around this hill and its caves. We know for a
fact that the semi-savage clan of the
MacGilmores lived at the base of this hill and
put the caves to practical use.
In the deep hollow underneath the first cave,
called the Devil’s Punch Bowl, was the
dwelling of their chief, Corby MacGilmore,
and the cave was used by these people as their
forge and armoury. Here they were well
protected by the thick copse and brushwood
which clothed the hill to the sea level from
the attacks of the Savages of the Ards, their

ancient and hereditary enemy, and their own
retreat was covered by the same natural means
when returning from their forays against
Carrickfergus or some of the wealthy
monasteries in the neighbourhood. The upper
caves they used as store houses for booty and
as prisons. Access to these caves was
comparatively easy to the agile clansmen, but
prisoners were taken up and down by means
of ropes. Eventually the Savages won the day
when they defeated the MacGilmores in a
brutal and bloody attack.
The path to the upper cave was lost for
centuries but was rediscovered in 1874 which
was reported in the local press. The fact of
this cave being a store for treasure was
mentioned in a letter to Queen Mary by the
Earl of Sussex, who was Lord Deputy in her
reign. As this invests the cave with interest it
is worth mentioning a description of this path
way and cave as it was described in March
1926. The path runs along the face of a
precipitous cliff, and as hardly a foothold is
to be obtained in places the journey is both
difficult and dangerous. The cave when
reached is found to be composed of a series
of three - the outer, the upper and the inner.
The outer is merely a recess in the rock, but
from it access to the other two is obtained.
The upper is perfectly circular, of small
dimensions, and with a dome shaped roof; but
with the inner all the interest lies. It is reached
by a small tunnel or shaft, and when gained
its dimensions are surprising. It measures 30
feet long by 20 feet broad, but the roof is only
10 feet high. A round hole in the rock lights
the interior like a natural window.
Once we pass the caves the walker can then
make their way to the actual summit known
as McArt’s Fort. The ancient name for the
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area beneath this was Ben Madigan, and we
can only wonder why this title is not in use
today as this old name gives us a clue to its
history. It undoubtedly takes its name from
Madadhan, King of Ulidia, who acceded his
father’s throne at the bloody death of the latter
in 838AD. McArt’s Fort, the fort of Brian
McArt O’Neill, is an Irish rath on the highest
cliff, and on the rath there was a crude chair
formed of three stones, of which it had been
said were either a judgement seat or coronation
chair. This was the stronghold of this great
king, and the caves may have been put to the
same use as the MacGilmore’s long after this
monarch. The king resigned his throne,
entered a religious order, and died a monk in
855AD.
The view from this perch is absolutely
breathtaking and is an excellent spot to relax
for an hour or two. I do it often and I always
think of the time my late Dad brought up his
brother’s ashes to be scattered over, only to
have the lot blown back into his face. I also
look down on the spot known as Nora’s Grave,
where two young lovers took their own lives
in March 1890 because circumstances would
never have allowed them to be together. My
thoughts also turn to the American Flying
Fortress which crashed into Cavehill during
the Second World War killing all those on
board. We can also look down on the
impressive Belfast Castle but we need to
understand that this is not the original castle.
This stood in Castle Place in the city centre
with the Cavehill castle being built in 1870 as
the residence of the Marquis of Donegall.
Cavehill is a fascinating place to go and I
recommend the trip to the top. But if you see
a weirdo sitting laughing just ignore him as it
is only me thinking about my poor Da’s
experience at this unique spot.

Belfast Castle situated on the slopes of Cavehill
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When grave robbers
roamed North Belfast
hey were known as body snatchers, resurrectionists
and sack-em-ups. Their trade, digging up dead bodies
recently buried and selling them as ‘subjects’ to
lecturers on anatomy. In the middle of the 18th century the
science of anatomy began to advance, and the number of
medical students enrolled yearly increased as the declining
years of the 18th century drew to a close. In the first half of
that century ‘subjects’ were supplied by the gallows
principally, a rather productive source, seeing that petty
offences were punishable by death in those days. The
advanced study of anatomy and its relation to diseases called
for diseased bodies and it was from this that a new profession
was founded, to supply the lack, and became a very
flourishing calling in the first quarter of the 1800’s.

T

The body snatchers usually worked in pairs. Making their
way to the silent graveyard at the dead of night, they sought
out the newly made grave in which the prospective subject
had been buried, and by the aid of the usual excavating tools
and a special instrument known as a coffin crowbar . In less
than an hour, if they were at all expert, the corpse could be
carefully extracted and placed in a chest or barrel, called the
dummy, and the grave refilled. There was a great demand
for suitable specimens at very remunerative prices, and
consequently this horrid business flourished in all parts of
the country. There is a printed circular issued by a medical
institution in December, 1808, offering the sum of £5 for
good, fresh corpses, and upwards of £10 for specimens
known to have died of obscure complaints. These prices
were for bodies delivered to John Forrest in Hudson’s Entry
which is today’s Gresham Street.
FELONY
In those days, according to the law, it was only a
misdemeanour to steal a dead body, but it was a felony
punishable by transportation to steal a shroud or grave
clothing. Consequently the resurrection men always took
special care to replace these in the coffin.
So notorious did the practice of body snatching become (the
government not exerting themselves to put a stop to this
ghastly business) that church authorities and individuals were
forced to take painful precautions to prevent the activities of
those detestable wretches who earned their bread and butter
by this precarious and risky trade. Great recumbent stone
slabs still to be seen in many burial grounds over graves
were introduced to handicap the work of these night workers.
In other cases heavy gratings were securely fixed over newly
made graves and sometimes guns were used when the graves
were guarded by the relatives for the deceased, who heavily
armed sat night after night until it was assumed that the corpse
would be no longer serviceable to “the doctors.””In Clifton
Street Burying Ground armed guards were even employed
to patrol the graves at night.
Guard Houses were built in churchyards all over the country
for the accommodation of the watches. The following
appeared in the Belfast Press of January 2nd, 1835: “We
observe that a convenient little watch house has been erected
in this burying ground (Shankill) by Mr William Savers and
Israel Milliken for the use of which they get a donation from
one of the most useful charities and from the known kindness

The actual musket, which was used by armed guards in the old graveyard at Clifton Street, to prevent graverobbing
of these gentlemen we are sure they will give this
accommodation on the same terms to any respectable person
who may apply for it.”
WATCH CHAMBER
A little south of the town of Ballynahinch, on the top of a
high hill, is the secluded and quaint old graveyard of
Magheradroll, one the happy hunting ground of body
snatchers. The entrance to this ground is in the form of a
stone built lich-gate, which consists of a chamber arched
over. At one end of this stone chamber there is an iron gate.
On the top of this gateway there was an old watch house
erected to foil the gruesome pursuits of the grave robbers. It
consisted of a watch chamber where the friends of the newly
interred kept the watches of the night, peering through the
squint holes of this curious fortress, their breaths drawn at
every little noise, and fingers lightly pressed on the triggers
of their trusty weapons. From this watch house shone a light
across the church yard which enabled the guards to spot
anyone entering. According to an old print this structure
was 25 feet high, with a battlemented top. The known body
snatchers in that locality in 1804 were John McComb of
Meeting House Street and Hugh Quinn of Ballymagrave.
INFORMER
Perhaps one of the most notorious, but least publicly known,
of those individuals known as informers, who, under the lure
of that so called ‘saint seducing gold’ betray their fellow
men, was Robert Gamble of the Antrim Glens. Between the
years 1795 - 1801 Gamble was instrumental in consigning
to the gallows over forty people. He died in 1810, and was
laid to rest in a now unknown grave in the old churchyard of
Layde, a short distance north of Cushendall. As has been
pointed out he sent over 40 people to their deaths but the
day came when the resurrection men claimed his body from
the clay as their trophy. It was then placed in a cask for
shipment to Scotland where it met the gruesome fate of so
many bodies before him.
BELFAST CEMETERIES
Back in Belfast it was the old burying grounds at Clifton
Street, Friar’s Bush and Shankill which were the hunting
grounds of the grave robbers. However sometimes they were
caught as the following report from a Belfast newspaper of
July 1823 shows:
“On Saturday considerable agitation prevailed in town from
a discovery made on board a vessel at the quay, bound for
Scotland. Some suspicious circumstances haven arisen as
to the contents of a barrel brought by a person like a porter,
he was stopped till it was opened, when the appalling
spectacle was presented of the dead bodies of a middle aged
female and a child two or three years old, squeezed into very

small bounds and packed with saw dust. The porter and the
barrel were immediately removed to the police office; and
busy rumour, fond of the marvellous, circulated a hundred
different stories of frightful murders, committed in various
ways.
In the meantime, Mr Ferrar, the magistrate, promptly
investigated the circumstances, when the following appeared
to be the facts of the case: Two men, named Stewart and
Feeny, have for some time carried on a regular trade of raising
dead bodies from graveyards, and sending them to anatomical
lecturers in Glasgow and Edinburgh. For this purpose they
had taken part of a house in Academy Street, where they
kept their implements for disinterring the dead, and for
packing them in barrels.
The bodies were taken to the County Court House, to give
an opportunity for their relations to own them, and
accordingly the female body was found to be that of the wife
of Mr Bell, a respectable shoemaker in Forest Lane. She
had been buried at Friar’s Bush on Wednesday. The child
was also owned by its father; it had been buried in the same
place on Thursday. The bodies were decently reinterred on
Sunday afternoon.”
CLIFTON STREET
However the main burying ground used by the body snatchers
was the one at Clifton Street and it was from this that
numerous corpses had been discovered in transit to the
medical schools.
They were shipped in brine as bacon. For example, in 1828
the body of a man named John Fairclough was found in
Warrington, England. It was proved that the body was
originally stolen from Clifton Street Graveyard.
Four years before this, the body snatchers dug up the wrong
grave in Clifton Street. The following appeared in the Belfast
Newsletter on the 20th
of January, 1824:

A REWARD OF FIFTY POUNDS
Is offered by the COMMITTEE of the BELFAST
CHARITABLE SOCIETY, to any person who shall, within
Six Weeks, give information to the STEWARD against, and
prosecute to conviction, the Person or Persons guilty of
the atrocious offence of entering the Burying ground
behind the Poor-House, on Monday Night, 12th inst. and
raising an Infants Coffin, several years interred. It
remained unopened on the ground.
Signed, by order,
WM. ST. JOHN SMYTH CHAIRMAN OF COMMITTEE.
Poor-House
Jan 17, 1824
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There are many incidents of body snatching recorded
in the files of the Belfast Northern Whig. One such
case was of particular interest, due to the manner in
which the accused were arrested. The report told of
the appearance in court of James Stewart, James
Pemblico and Robert Wright who were all charged
with the offence of attempting to steal away bodies
from the New Burying Ground (Clifton Street) on the
night of the 24th of November, 1827.
The report continues;
Between five o’clock and six o’clock on Monday
morning, the watchman at the cemetery was accosted
by one of the prisoners who asked him did he ever’‘
rise a body‘‘ as it was a proceeding which gave him
such delight.
The watchman surprised at the question,
immediately entered the graveyard but found all
right and on his return he was told that if he would
consent to join in the work, money and drink should
be given him in abundance.
Determined to detect the persons who attempted to
bribe him from his duty, he manifested an
inclination to come to terms and subsequently made
an appointment to meet his unknown friends at a
public house in Park Lane at 10 o’clock. He met
the three prisoners there, who treated him with ale,
entered fully on the subject, discussed the pleasures
of body snatching, and promised to give him two
sovereigns for allowing them to enter the churchyard
in the night. This he agreed to and received a
sovereign on account. He informed Mr Kilshaw, his
employer, of the matter and in the course of the day
five constables were placed to watch.
Needless to say, the body snatchers were apprehended
‘red handed’ and the watchman commended for his
action. Unfortunately, this prosecution did not
discourage other body snatchers from invading the
burying ground as many reports in the Belfast
Northern Whig covering the years 1824 to 1832 show.
ATTACK ON BARRACKS
The families of those buried in Clifton Street used
many different devices to prevent raids on their loved
one’s graves. A lot of them kept watch on the graves
at night until the bodies were in a state of
decomposition. Other families hired watchmen to do
this for them, and it was not uncommon for these
watchmen to enter the burying ground armed. Today
these guns remain in the boardroom of Clifton House
(the old Poor House) who owned the ground.
Until 1831 the Burying Ground committee would not
allow watchmen into the graveyard if they had guns,
but after a meeting held in that year the committee
decided to supply their own watchmen with firearms.
However on the 27th of February, 1833, there was
cause for an investigation:
Poor-house 27th February, 1833
At a special meeting of the committee held for the
purpose of enquiring into the circumstances
connected with firing shots in the graveyard on the

night of Monday last, one of which struck the
barrack, and entered through one of the windows
of the room in which the soldiers were sleeping.
Two soldiers of the 80th regiment deposed that at
about half past twelve on Monday night, the 25th
inst., a shot was fired from the rear of the barracks,
which entered through the centre pane of one of
the windows, and that about two o’clock, four
o’clock and six o’clock the shots were repeated but
they do not think that any of them struck the
barracks. On the whole they are sure that about six
shots were fired.
After having heard the statement of the men who
were on watch on Monday night, the 25th inst.-viz,
John McIlwain and James McFarlane fired several
shots on Monday evening unnecessarily, thereby
causing both alarm and danger, thereby acting
contrary to their orders, and in consequence thereof
the
committee be summoned for Saturday to take into
consideration the propriety of not allowing firearms
to the watchmen in future.
(SD) A. C. Macartney.
Chairman
The two watchmen were ‘sacked’ for firing shots to
pass the time. Before the new watchmen had started,
a decision was taken that they should have only blank
ammunition for their guns, and that a report was to
be made each morning.
NORTHERN WHIG MONDAY 6TH FEBRUARY
1832.
POOR-HOUSE BURYING GROUND.- We have
been requested to state, that, in consequence of those
persons lately interred in the Poor-House Burying
Ground, having been in the habit of firing guns,
charged with slugs and bullets, which sometimes
alarmed the neighbourhood and passengers, and
also injured the tombs and head-stones in the
grounds; the Poor-House Committee lately came to
a resolution, that they would employ two responsible
persons, for whose faithfulness they required
considerable security, and for whose correct conduct
they feel themselves accountable, to watch the graves
of all persons buried in these grounds; and who will
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require but a trifling remuneration. They will be well
armed; and will have watch-dogs constantly with
them. This arrangement, if faithfully adhered to, will
give general satisfaction, and relieve the minds of
many families.
COFFIN GUARDS
Eventually, though, the Society became completely
frustrated with the system of watchmen guarding the
Burying Ground. This led to the withdrawal of
watchmen for good. The watchmen, it seemed, could
not be trusted to keep or protect the Burying Ground
satisfactorily. So disgusted were one family with the
entire situation that they made their own ‘coffin
guard’. This was an apparatus (used quite
successfully) to prevent the removal of a dead body
from its coffin, being a cage like framework in which
the coffin was placed. Bars were then placed across
the top, bolted, and the coffin was then buried. One
of these was found in the graveyard in the latter part
of the last century, and is now on show in the Ulster
Museum. Other ways to prevent body snatching
included the building of large vaults for burial, and
the placing of stone slabs on top of the graves all these
can be seen today in Clifton Street graveyard.
THE END
Body snatching ended as suddenly as it had began.
In the early part of the 1830’s a bill was passed
legalising and regulating the conduct of schools of
anatomy and surgery. Almost at a stroke the operations
of the body snatchers were over. It is easy to see that
body snatching was an unnecessary evil and one that
thrived on the anomalous nature of the law.
One authority on the subject has written of the whole
episode:
There was little choice in the matter. It was either a
violation of graveyards so that the profession of
medicine might rest on the sure ground of a
knowledge of human anatomy, or that ignorance
should prevail and medicine fall to the level of
quacks and charlatans.
Coffin guard which was discovered in Clifton
Street Burial Ground at the turn of the last
century. This was placed around the coffin to
prevent the body being dragged from it and is now
preserved in the Ulster Museum
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Infew issues
the
old Belfast Police Courts
ago I promised that every other

A

week I would be taking a look back at the
records of the old Belfast Police Courts. As
a reminder I must point out that in Victorian Belfast
this institution was a very popular amusement for
many Belfast folk and almost every day queues would
form outside hours before the court opened so that
people could get seats in the front benches.
The following are from the court records of December
1866
22nd December 1866
WHISKER ASSAULT
Richard Watters was charged with being drunk and
disorderly and with assaulting Sub-Constables
Sherman and King.
Sherman said that at a late hour the previous night
the prisoner came rolling drunk up against the door
of the Constabulary Barracks at North Queen Street.
He then commenced to kick the shutters and swore
that he did not care for all the police in Belfast.
Witness went out of the Barracks and advised him to
go home. The prisoner then attempted to get into the
Barracks and struck him a blow on the back of the
head with his fist. The prisoner next caught hold of
the witness by a whisker and pulled a portion of it
away.
Mr Orme - I see that the one whisker looks longer
than the other. (Laughter) You’ll have to apply the
scissors to the other side and make them even.
Sherman - I never suffered such pain in my life. I
was obliged to knock the prisoner down and he pulled
me on top of him and attempted to choke me. SubConstable King - When I came to the assistance of
Sherman, both he and the prisoner were lying on the
ground. I caught hold of the prisoner and he struck
me a deliberate blow on the breast.
The prisoner was sent to jail for two months.
THE CREDIT DRAPER SYSTEM
Mary Coyle, a wretched-looking woman, who carried
a child in her arms, was brought up on a summons,
charged by James Moore, a credit draper, with
obtaining goods from him under false pretences
Mr A O’Rorke appeared for the prosecution and Mr
Rea appeared for the defendant.
Hugh Houston, an assistant in the complainant’s
establishment was examined and stated that the
defendant came to the shop in the company with a
man whom she represented to be her husband. On
that pretence, he got blankets and other articles. When
he went round to collect the money, he found that the
man she had represented to be her husband was not
her husband at all and her real husband stated that
knew nothing about the goods and refused to pay for
them.
On cross-examination by Mr Rea, the witness stated
that before he gave the goods to the defendant he gave
her a card, informing her of the conditions on which
she was to receive them. He also gave her a pass
book and an account was opened between them.

Waiting to go before the beak at the Belfast Police Court
There had been some money paid by the defendant
to the credit of the account.
The defendant denied that there was any person with
her when she got the goods. She was quite willing to
pay for the goods when she was able.
Mr O’Rorke applied for information to be taken
against the defendant and the case returned for trial
at the next Quarter Sessions.
The Mayor said there was no case to send before a
jury. He considered it was very bad practice for these
credit drapers to be going round the town soliciting
orders from women in the absence of their husbands,
and, in his opinion, it was not an honourable course
for them to pursue.
Mr O’Rorke - It is a course adopted by the merchants
of Belfast.
The Mayor - I beg your pardon, it is not the course
adopted by the merchants of this town.
Mr O’Rorke - They send travellers through all the
towns soliciting orders.
Mr Rea - But they don’t induce wives to purchase
goods in the absence of their husbands.
The Mayor - I have been a long time in business in
Belfast and I never knew a parallel to the course which
has been pursued in this case at present before the
Court.
After some further discussion Mr O’Rorke said he
would withdraw the case.
At the conclusion of the case there was some applause
in the court which was instantly suppressed by the
police.
Christmas Day 1866
LANDLADY AND TENANT
Mary Lamp, a wretched-looking old woman, was
charged with assaulting an old man named John
Hughes by striking him with a poker.

The complainant on being called declined to press
the charge.
Head-Constable Lamb - I believe she is his landlady.
Mr Orme - I suppose he is a very bad tenant. He
doesn’t pay his rent regularly and she tried to knock
it out of him with a poker. (Laughter)
Mr Orme (To Hughes) - Are you a married man?
Hughes - I am married.
Mr Orme - Are you a widow Mrs Lamp?
Mrs Lamp - I am, your Worship.
Mr Orme - There may be something in that. Now Mr
Hughes, you had better take Mrs Lamp home
(Laughter)
The complainant and defendant left the Courthouse
together - a circumstance which created much
amusement.

Christmas Day 1866
CONCEALMENT WITH INTENT TO STEAL
George Mulholland, Patrick Davey, Edward Lappin,
Martin McClenaghan and Thomas Stevenson, five
little boys, were charged by Harbour-Constable Gray
with being concealed on Donegal Quay with intent
to steal
Gray said that lately several delft crates behind the
Glasgow shed had been opened and some of the
contents stolen. On that morning he observed that
one of the crates had been opened and he found the
prisoners in one of the Water Commissioners’ large
metal pipes which was lying convenient to the crate.
The prisoners all stated that they were newsboys and
that they had gone into the pipe to have a sleep.
The prisoners were discharged with a caution.
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Fascinating old maps

O

ne of the most fascinating aspects of local
history is undoubtedly the study of old maps.
A plan of any district can tell more than any
article ever could and a quick glimpse of this map
will prove the point. This is North Belfast in 1867
when Belfast was still a town and this section of
Belfast was on the northern outskirts. The first thing
that strikes you on looking at this map is the amount
of changes but a more detailed study will unravel
some amazing facts and of course some familiar
names which still exist today.
The first thing that struck me was the New Lodge
Road. This ran from North Queen Street right up to
the Old Park estate where one of the houses known
as the Lodge was situated. Needless to say this is
different today with the upper section of the road
being renamed Cliftonville Road. This name came
about from the group of mansion houses on the road
which are clearly shown on the map and a few of
which still exist to this day. Another road with a
familiar name is what is now the Oldpark Road which,
as the map shows, was once known as the Old Lodge
Road and which, like the New Lodge Road, led to
the Old Park estate only this time from Peter’s Hill.

The Lodge (both old and new) were mansion houses
which stood in the Old Park area. As the map shows
there were quite a few mansion houses and their
names are still familiar today. Houses such as Easton,
Brookvale, Brookville, Duncairn, Trainfield, Lilliput,
Castleton, Spamount, Mount Collyer and Newington
to name a few. As could be expected these are all
gone with Thorndale and Brookvale only being
demolished over the past few years.
At the centre right of the map is the massive estate of
Duncairn which contained five mansion houses. One
of these houses was said to have had the best gardens
in this part of Ireland and when a road was built
straight through them it was naturally named
Duncairn Gardens. Below this can be seen the
Barracks which stood on North Queen Street. At this
time there were two of these both Cavalry and Infantry
but some years later both merged and became the
massive complex known as Victoria Barracks which
was almost wiped out during the Second World War
and finally demolished in the 1960’s. Next to this a
part of the old Poor House can be seen with its
grounds around it including their burying ground
which is now known as Clifton Street Cemetery.

Beside this the dam of the York Street Mill can clearly
be seen. This later became known as Archie’s Dam
and after being drained became the site of the present
Edmund Rice School at Pim Street.
Moving up the Crumlin Road we come to the County
Gaol. One interesting part of this is that the circle is
marked on the map. This is where prisoners were
taken for their exercise and made to walk around and
around in total silence.
Moving up we come to more mansion houses which
all seemed to be called the Lodge but one minor
interesting aspect I noticed is the illustration of fish
ponds on the estates.
Moving to the right of the map we see the streets such
as Great George’s Street , Henry Street etc. At that
time these were North Belfast with the rest of the map
being, as mentioned above, the northern outskirts. At
the upper right we can see the Milewater River and
next to this the Cave Hill tramway. This was a mini
railway system which took limestone from the Cave
Hill straight down to the docks which is why this
tramway was later renamed the Limestone Road.
There are many more fascinating features to this map
but I will leave this for your own study.
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Crumlin Road Jail deaths

T

hroughout the long and diverse history of
the Belfast Prison on the Crumlin Road there
have been numerous deaths associated with
the building. Many of these were as a result of natural
causes such as old age and others as the result of fatal
disease. There have also been the executions where
individuals have been sentenced to die at the hands
of the hangman. However, the most common form
of death within the prison has been the result of the
prisoners taking their own lives.
Today suicide is treated as a medical problem
connected with severe depression, but in Victorian
Belfast it was looked on differently. The authorities
were not as sympathetic and those who failed in their
suicide attempt were treated as criminals and
brought up before the courts. The result of the case
often ended with the
‘victim’ receiving a fine or fourteen days
imprisonment.
It was within the Belfast Police Court that one of the
most tragic cases of suicide in the prison’s history
began. On Tuesday 27th April, 1858, two young lads,
named Patrick Magee and Joseph Moore, were
charged with stealing some clothing from a washer
woman named Jane Rea. The act of theft was proved
by a little girl who lived with the woman. The boys
both wept bitterly, and stated that, if forgiven this
time, they would never make their appearance before
the court again.
As Magee had been before the court on a previous
occasion he was sentenced to three months
imprisonment and Moore received a fine. Magee was
taken crying from the court to begin his sentence but
unfortunately it was also the beginning of a terrible
tragedy which started almost as soon as the boy
entered the gaol.

The following report appeared in the local press on
Saturday, May 1st, 1858.
SUICIDE BY A BOY IN THE COUNTY JAIL
TUESDAY, a little before three o’clock, one of the
most melancholy cases of self destruction it has ever
been our lot to record took place in the County Jail.
Whether we take into account the youth of the
deceased, or the circumstances under which the
event took place, we are warranted in stating that a
more determined case of suicide has rarely occurred
in the prison. The boy (for he was only thirteen
years of age) who thus stopped short his career, was
known as Patrick Magee, and was entered on the
books of the head constable as ‘a suspected
character.’ Although young in years, he was old in
crime, this being the third occasion on which it was
considered necessary to send him to prison for the
welfare of the community. Magee was’brought up
before the presiding magistrates, yesterday, W. T.
Lyons, Esq., and J. F. Ferguson, Esq., and charged
by a young woman, named Jane Rea, with stealing
from her house, in Ballynafeigh, some articles which
she had obtained from her customers for washing.
Upon the evidence adduced, the magistrates sent the
prisoner to jail for a term of three calender months
- a sentence which, undoubtedly, brought to a
melancholy termination the life of the young lad.
While the case was going on, the boy stated that, “if
let off this time, I will be a good boy, and never
trouble you again,” and when the magistrates told
him they had no doubt of his guilt, he stated, while
weeping bitterly, “I had no dinner yesterday; my
father is dead these sixteen weeks, but I’ll never be
here again.” Whether the bench could not pity the
poor boy, under such circumstances, we shall not
pretend to say, but the stern rigour of the law was
enforced upon him, and he was sentenced to three

months incarceration in jail. This long time
imprisonment, no doubt, affected the mind of the
prisoner with gloomy forebodings of what he was
to endure, and his melancholy end proved that he
would rather put an end to his life than endure the
continued stigma of a felon. When brought to the
County Jail, yesterday afternoon, as is usual in the
establishment, the prisoner was locked in the cell
appropriated to him. At this time, although the
prisoner appeared downcast, there were no
apprehensions, on the part of officers of the jail,
that he would put an end to his career, as he
appeared to regard his present fate as only
customary life. The officers of the jail saw no reason
to suspect a suicide on the part of a boy of such a
tender age. The boy was locked up in his cell; the
time other prisoners in the jail passed to their dinner;
but, on the warden again proceeding to examine
the several cells, the unfortunate youth was found
hanging dead from a hook in his prison domicile.
It appeared that, he had taken the handkerchief from
off his neck, and had entwined it round his throat
two or three times, and, throwing himself from a
stool, which was in the cell at the time, and which
the prisoner had used for the purpose of more
effectually carrying out his design; for it was thrown
from before his feet, and, at the time he was first
seen, his feet were only a few inches from the
ground. An inquest was held on Wednesday, when
the following verdict was returned:- “That Patrick
Magee, on the 27th day of April, 1858, committed
suicide while labouring under temporary insanity,
by suspending himself with his neck tie from a hook,
inside the cells of the jail aforesaid, while a prisoner
therein; and the jury are of the opinion that every
care and precaution were adopted in the jail, and
that no blame can be attached to any person therein
in reference to the said death.
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The dawn of Victorian Belfast
here is no doubt that the growth of
Belfast occurred mainly during the
reign of Victoria which was the
period between 1837, when the Princess
Victoria became Queen, and 1901 when she
died. Today we have an almost romantic
image of this period based on dramas, films
and books but the hardships suffered by the
‘ordinary’ people were tremendous.

T

The Belfast newspapers of the time make
fascinating reading and quite often describe
the sufferings which were occurring. They
also
contain interesting items of news such as the
Northern Whig paper which informed us of
the succession of Princess Victoria. A few
days later it told the tragic fate of two Belfast
townsfolk:- “A young woman named Rose
Ann Madden, who had been missing some
days, was found drowned in the fountain on
the Malone Road. Another drowning
occurred at the Springfield Dam where the
corpse of a young man named McKenna was
recovered. His mother is a poor widow
woman residing at Lettuce Hill.”
We are also aware that this was the period
of transportation when sentenced prisoners
were sent off to What is now Australia and
New Zealand. But if we believe that these
sentences were handed out for very serious
crimes we would be wrong. For example in
the Belfast courts in June 1837 four people,
George McCormick, Henry Green, John
Cornwell and Eliza McKee were sentenced
to 14 years transportation for the theft of one
slice of bacon. Bridget Loughrey was
transported for 7 years for the theft of a
gown, Thomas Ryan, stealing stockings,
transported 7 years, Francis Harvey, stealing
two grates, transported 7 years, George
Warnock, assaulting a day constable,
transported 7 years. We are also informed
that he was a cripple who appears 65 times
in the Black Book. Ellen Brown and Ann
Stitt were transported for 7 years for stealing
a shawl as was Ann Murphy for a similar
offence. And a man named John Molony was
transported for 7 years for the horrendous
crime of stealing a handkerchief. John
Moore, Edward Murphy, John Downey and
James McVeigh were all transported for life
for the theft of animals. But they fared better
than John McAlister and John Ward who
were sentenced to death for burglary as were
John McClean, Russell Abbott and
Alexander Park who were sentenced for
highway robbery. But there were a few
‘lenient’ sentences handed out when Milies
Conway received 12 months in the harsh
House of Correction for nicking a bit of ham
and two boys named John Cassidy and

The Convict ship York. Nick a slice of
bacon and you could have been
transported in one of these for 14
years.

Charles Stewart were also sentenced to 12
months for stealing a’chemise.
Unfortunately for the latter two the judge
must have been in a real bad mood as he
added on a few whippings for good measure.
Tragedy after tragedy occurred in the town
when it was reported that a boy aged
fourteen years was drowned while bathing
near the new bridge at Ballymacarrett. It
has been reported that two women, mother
and daughter, residing in one of the courts
off North Street, were burned in a manner
so shocking by their bed taking fire. The
latter died almost immediately after the
calamity and the other lies in the Frederick
Street hospital without any hope of recovery.
The body of James Bruce of Brown Square
was found hanging from a tree at the
Blackstaff and the corpse of a man named
Sturgeon, a weaver belonging to
Ballymacarrett, was discovered in the River
Blackstaff below the Cromac Bridge.
William Hanna, a coal trimmer on board the
steamer Rapid, was discovered sitting on the
coals near the boiler quite dead. When last
seen he was in a state of intoxication.
Tragic accidents were also seemed to be the
norm when workmen fixing a roof in
Caddell Entry left a ladder unsecured with
the result of it being knocked over by a dray.
It struck a young man named McCann and
when he was taken up he was not quite dead
but so dreadfully injured that he expired
while being conveyed to the hospital. Mr
John Campbell, a respectable tallowchandler in John Street (outside what is now
the central Library), met a sudden and most
excruciating death. His soap boiling works
are immediately in the rear of his shop and
dwelling house. His children noticed that
one of the large soap pans was boiling over

and searched for their father but soon
discovered that, to their surprise, he could
not be found. A search was immediately
made and the first person who looked into
the large vessel of boiling liquid discovered
his body almost boiled to a jelly. Mr
Campbell left a widow and seven children
to mourn his premature and horrible death.
Although a number of years before the Great
Famine food being shipped out was causing
considerable distress. For example the
Northern Whig informs us that a riot
occurred on Donegall Quay when the
steamer Rapid was about to sail to Glasgow
with a load of potatoes. People of the poorer
classes attacked the ship and dispersed on
the arrival of the police. What we were not
told was that these people were starving and
the potatoes were being shipped to Scotland
for higher prices. In the same paper we were
told that a man was found walking in a state
of nudity at Forest Hill with several wounds
to his person. He stated that his name was
James Gibbon and that he was attacked.
However, the surgeon who attended him, the
master of the Poorhouse and the police have
every reason to believe he attempted to
commit suicide.
Grave robbing was big business at that time
and a newspaper report tells that three body
snatchers have taken up residence in the
town from Scotland. The public have been
informed to watch over graves as the three
are now engaged in that profession. They
have taken up residence around May’s
Market.
All this occurred a few months after Victoria
took up the English throne and for the next
sixty four years it was to become the ‘Norm’
in what we call Victorian Times.
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Characters of old Belfast
ig cities inevitably produce characters and
Belfast is no exception. By a character I mean
ordinary human beings who have habits just
a little abnormal and which distinguish him or her
from the rank and file.

B

measure of tact in his choice of tunes. Party tunes he
played with great gusto, but he suited them to the
house outside which he was playing, for he knew the
political leanings of every inhabitant of the district
he frequented!

SWIMMING THE LAGAN
One thing is for sure and that is we need to go back to
old Belfast for oddities. One of the most famous
characters of his day was William Scott who was born
near Ballynahinch over two hundred years ago. The
number of tales told about Scott is legion. Almost
every chronicler of the city of Belfast had something
to say about him. There was even a ‘life’ of Scott
(who answered more often to his nickname of ‘Tantra
Barbus’) published in 1833. He seems to have begun
life as a peddler of hardware and, according to his
biography, he managed to save the considerable sum
of £60 from his activities in this calling. In those
days such a sum must have seemed a vast fortune
and, unfortunately for Scott, the story of his savings
became known to certain rivals, who proceeded to
‘improve’ upon his business methods. These
competitors introduced a system of barter. For rags,
bottles and scrap metal they exchanged pictures, toys
and cheap sweets. But the system was not successful,
and had eventually to be abandoned.
With his rivals, Scott was thus reduced to poverty,
and he unwisely tried to drown his sorrows. Finally,
his savings gone, he took to begging, and in the later
stages of life he might have been seen, winter or
summer, earning a few coppers by swimming across
the Lagan. His pitch was near the Long Bridge, now
Queen’s Bridge and his specialty was to gather a
crowd, make a speech and a collection, and then swim
across the Lagan. The Belfast folk all knew him well,
and when he asked someone to meet him at the other
side with his clothes, they would refuse and he would
have to do the double swim.

SPLIT FIG
Another interesting character was known as ‘Split
Fig’. He earned his nickname through his strict
business principles. So scrupulous was he that he
would cheat neither his customer nor himself in the
least. Weights and measures were to him a constant
source of care and ‘for the ease of his conscience and
the satisfaction of his principles, he would even split
a fig to secure a standing beam.’
This North Street businessman lived on his retirement
in a house which stood in Donegall Place where the
old Imperial Hotel once stood. But, wherever he lived,
or however long, the name ‘Split Fig’ remained with
him to the end of his days.
In the middle of the 1800’s there was a man who lived
in Donegall Street named Rea who was well known
for his very good sense of humour. One example was
when he decorated the windows of his home with rival
banners - Derry’s Walls hung next to Napper Tandy
and Wolfe Tone had for a neighbour King Billy. This
odd propinquity Rea explained by saying that a stone
aimed at one might well hit the other, hence it was a
form of insurance on the house!

North Street always had its public baths. One time
an Israel Milligan owned them. Israel made a point
of personally attending every customer. He rubbed
them down, helped them to dress, and finally, gave
each a glass of piping hot punch all for two shillings.
Probably Israel Street was named after him.
P. McBrennan used to keep a public house in Caddle’s
Entry, off High Street. His oddity was dress. If he
had to go the shortest errand, even across the street,
he always dressed in his best. Tall boots, top hat, and
everything neat and shining. When dressed up he
gravely saluted everybody he met.
Another old Belfast man fond of dress was a cabinetmaker nicknamed “Count Mahogany.” The “Count”
only worked three days of the week and spent the
remainder walking about like a tailor’s model.
THE STREET SINGER
An old man called William Dalway would go about
High Street and give cakes and oranges to every child
he met.
“Doctor” McDonald used to clear the footpath of
every scrap of paper he saw lying about in Royal

Belfast characters Cockey Bendy (above)
and Tantra Barbus (below)
Avenue. In the old days there were few newspapers.
Every striking event was made into a ‘come-all-ye’
ballad and sung in the streets, sheets one penny. A
Belfast man called McKeown was an adept at the
street ballad. Not only did he sing well, but he was
an expert at extempore. When the crowd gathered
round to hear the ‘latest,’ McKeown would fix on
somebody and make up half a dozen lines on the spot,
much to the amusement of the audience. Now
McKeown had a terrible squint, and often the person
caricatured had no idea at first who the victim was
until some personal trait came out in the rhyme.
A SKILFUL DRIVER
In the old Smithfield, on market days, the crockery
used to lie about on the floor. Mr Bradshaw of
Milecross used to amuse the shoppers by driving his
tandem and pair through the delph. The joke was to
see if he broke any and it is said that his skill was so
good he seldom did. He always paid up liberally if
he ran over a stray bowl or plate. His mode of
conveyance was a home made vehicle drawn by two
oxen. Central heating it had for there was a fire inside
and the smoke poured out through a chimney in the
roof. That must have been a sight for the stall holders
and the shoppers.
BLACK SAM
Black Sam was a Negro who was once a very popular
character in the centre of Belfast. Children loved him
and came to hear him grind his organ but it is said
that it was not the organ they came to see. The secret
of Sam’s popularity lay in his team of dogs among
whose accomplishments was an amazing ability to
dance.
COCKEY BENDY
No mention of the music of the day would be complete
without a reference to Cockey Bendy and his fiddle.
Cockey Bendy was the favourite street fiddler. As his
name indicated, he was a bandy legged little man,
and perhaps it was because of this that he excerised a

The catalogue of Belfast’s characters of the past is
far from complete but I will finish this article with
the story of Jemmy Osbourne who frequented the
markets and carried parcels for anyone who wished
to be relieved of this duty.
In addition to this casual employment of carrying
parcels, he often brought letters to the Post Office
and faithfully posted them for his clients. But it
happened once that the gentleman who lived in the
Post Office attended the market and there bought a
dozen herrings - which he commissioned Jemmy to
deliver to his house.
Need we add that Jemmy faithfully dropped the
herrings one by one into the letter box!
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Most of the characters I am looking at are from the
1800’s and early 1900’s and are just a very small
handful of the number of characters which Belfast
really had such as ‘Red Roger’, ‘Smell the Weather’,
‘The Captain’ and another who was known as ‘Choke
the Ducks.’ In my regular features on the Victorian
Belfast Courtroom other characters spring up and
names such as Arthur Quinn (The Ballymacarrett
Poet), Andrew Mordecai Forsythe, John McCallen
(The Blind Phrenologist), Lowry Spence, Jane
McCance and the notorious William Gardner are
never far away. It is unfortunate that today we will
never know who these people really where and what
made them the ‘stars’ of their day.
TERROR OF LADIES
Another character was a man nicknamed ‘Stony
Barney’ who was an extraordinary individual. Not
only were his pockets filled with specimens of rocks,
but he also carried a large bag full of them with him
every where he went. Why we will never know.
Another was an unfortunate man who obtained the
name ‘Kibey Heels’ whose proclivity for going
barefoot resulted in a plentiful crop of’‘kibes’ (broken
chilblains). When mischievous youngsters threw sand
at his heels, his flow of language was full and free.
Then there was ‘Beardy Billy’, a prime favourite with
the children. “Billy, give us a crow,” they would
shout, and Billy would stoke his long beard, shake
back his great mane of grey hair, and give a perfect
imitation of the cry of a barnyard rooster. ‘The
Captain’ was a man who paraded along Castle Place.
He was a harmless old man who was the terror of
nervous ladies waiting for their tram, as every few
minutes he would jump into the air, clap his hands
above his head and give a very loud shout.
LIONS, BEARS AND MONKEYS WITH
WOODEN LEGS
Many old characters are well known for their choice
of pets. The famous ‘Buck Alec’ was well known for
his pet lion but how many old residents of the long
gone district of Little Italy are aware that they had a
bear in their mist? One man kept a bear in his
backyard in Nelson Street and often had it out and

Spud McDonald
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everywhere else, we were coming down with them.
‘Dr Bumps’ was one of the best known. He was an
elderly man who wore a swallow tailed coat and
bowler hat and would read your’‘bumps’ for a copper.
He was especially good with children, and no doubt
he found that it paid to report favourably for the
benefit of the proud parents, whose generosity could
be gauged accordingly. ‘Tommy Coffee’ on the other
hand was a reader of cups, but not tea cups. It had to
be coffee. You invited him in’and he did the rest for
a copper.

about as a ‘dancing act’. From all accounts he was
an amiable, well disposed bear, loved by children and
parents alike but today things such as this are
unthinkable due to the cruelty factors involved. Many
of these animals were paraded to make a few bob and
others included performing monkey’s with the most
memorable being the Italian who kept a monkey with
a wooden leg.
STOOL WOMEN, KINGS AND PROFESSORS
Some characters became well known for doing
nothing. For example a blind woman once sat at the
junction of Donegall Street and York Street on a stool
rocking forwards and backwards all day. Another
‘stool woman’ made a few bob at the old ferry steps
on a Sunday where she sold cheap orange juice to the
people who used to bathe there. Another money
making scheme was carried out nearby at the Custom
House steps by a man who described himself as the
‘Corn King.’ He would give an oratory describing
the kings of the different countries of the world but
always made it clear that he was the only ‘Corn King’
and kept a sign on his hat stating so. Then he would
get down to business selling his special remedy for
corny feet. His rival was one’‘Professor’ Perry Smith
who was a dual extractor - of corns and teeth!
Other characters included the travelling tradesmen.
One called ‘Penny-wash-chap-cheep” carried out his
trade in the Ormeau district of the city. This old fellow
would go round with a bundle of hoop iron on his
shoulders and a bag of tools under his arm, repairing
wooden wash-tubs on the footpath. He kept shouting
“any wash tubs hooped cheap” and he always
maintained a good following of children. Travelling
fortune tellers were always another type who came
under the title of old Belfast characters and, like

STREET ENTERTAINERS
Then of course there were the entertainers. One of
these was ‘Alec and his Violin’ who, as the name
suggests, walked the streets playing a violin. This
was no ordinary violin as it was made from an old
corned beef tin and turned upside down when the time
came for collections. Another was ‘Spud McDonald’
who split turnips with his head by throwing them in
the air and heading them.
Another entertainer was ‘The Gallant Forty Twa’ who
walked the streets singing with rolled up newspapers
as a dummy rifle. At the end of his song he would
take aim with his ‘rifle’ and began firing. His name
actually came from the song he was singing part of
which was:The first day I went out to drill with a lot of raw recruits,
The Sergeant major checked me for looking at his boots,
He tipped me on the shoulder and said man come awa
For I think you’ll make a terrible mess
Of the Gallant Forty Twa
Belfast always had colourful characters and needless
to say always will. Of course whatever area we come
from we know of its local character but I hope you
have enjoyed this look back at those who added a
touch of humour on the streets of old Belfast.
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The true and tragic
stor y of Nora’s Grave
he Cave Hill is one of Belfast’s most
notable landmarks. It is among a group
of hills which give shelter to the city and
has been surrounded in mystery from the earliest
of times.
It was among such serene surroundings that the
following tragedy which, for romantic interest
and sadness, is unique in the history of this part
of Ireland, and has certainly never been
surpassed in the history of any other country. In
the early hours of the morning of March 12th,
1890, just as the city was awaking from its
slumbers and preparing for the work of another
day, the stillness and solitude of the Cave Hill
were broken by the report of four shots, by
which a young man and his sweetheart lost their
lives. In books of romance no more wonderful
tale has been told than that which culminated
that morning in an occurrence the announcement
of which startled and shocked the whole city.
The participators in the awful tragedy were both
young, and the facts in connection with their
attachments are sad and romantic in the extreme.

T

Upon the Cave Hill, not far below the quarries,
and close by the rough path leading up to the
summit, there is a hollow space which from the
conformation of the ground is hidden from
passers by, and in this sequestered spot on the
face of the mountain the awful tragedy took
place. It would appear that at about nine o’ clock
in the morning a man named Francis Hyde, a
labourer, was working in a field not far from
the spot, and was startled by the report of four
shots - three following closely one after the
other, and a fourth shot after a slight pause.
The astonished man at once looked in the
direction from which came the unwonted sounds
which had disturbed the calm quiet of the
morning, and perceived smoke ascending from
the place indicated. It can readily be imagined
that the alarm which he experienced on hearing
the shots was increased to terror when on
running quickly to the spot, he saw the bodies
of a man and woman lying in the hollow. His
first thoughts was naturally to give the alarm,
and he at once proceeded to the house of a man
named Henry Boyle, the only house in the
immediate vicinity, and situated a few hundred
yards away. Just then Henry Boyle emerged
from this house, and, attracted by the signals of
Hyde, went to the spot at once.
The sight which met this gaze was a truly terrible
one. Side by side in the hollow lay a young
man and woman the former evidently dying, and
later dead, while between them was a revolver
- the weapon with which the terrible deed had
been consummated.

He first secured the revolver, and then proceeded
with all possible speed to the Ligoniel Police
Barracks, and, with Dr. Newett, were soon upon
the scene. The woman was lying slightly upon
her right side, facing the city, while the man was
lying below her, his head resting on her breasts.
A handkerchief was tied around her head
covering her forehead and eyes, and his head
was bound in a similar manner. An open
umbrella covered them, the handle being caught
by a piece of elastic, one end of which was
attached to her hat, and the other to a button on
her jacket. Having removed the umbrella, it was
found that the man was still living, as evidenced
by his moans, but the woman was dead, although
the body at that time was not cold. In the left
temple of the woman, slightly above her ear,
there were the marks of three revolver shots,
and on the right temple of the man there was
one shot wound. The woman being dead, the
first endeavour of the police was of course, to
have the man at once removed to the hospital,
and a cart having been procured he was taken
to the Royal Hospital, Frederick Street, but
succumbed shortly after his admission, not
withstanding the efforts and skill of Dr. Wheeler
and his staff. The body of the woman was
allowed to lie in its original position, and was
watched over by Constable Gibson until Dr.
Mussen, the coroner for the district, had been
communicated with, and by his order it was
removed to Ligoniel, where an inquest was held
upon the remains the same day. The story of
the circumstances which led up to the tragedy
are sad and romantic, and the facts leave but
little doubt that the young man first took away
the life of his sweetheart and then destroyed
himself.
His name was George Arthur, and he resided
with his parents at Nelson Street. He was
employed as a clerk in the office of Messrs. G.

& J. Burns, Queen’s Square. His sweetheart was
a girl named Nora Tattersell, engaged in service
with Mr. James Best, who resided at 3 Clarence
Place. It would appear that the pair had been
keeping company for some months and there
was evidently a great deal of affection upon
both sides.
George Arthur was a man of about twenty six
years of age, fair, and his face was clean shaven,
with the exception of a slight moustache. He
was respectably dressed, and with the exception
of a small hole in the right temple there was
nothing to indicate his terrible end.
From enquiries made from Mr Best, the
employer of the deceased girl, it appeared that
she had been with him for a considerable time
as a domestic servant. She had always evinced
a dislike to holding any correspondence with
her relatives, of whose whereabouts nothing
definite can be ascertained. They had always
found her honest, attractive and hard working,
and her relations with the family were always
of the most harmonious character. She had been
in the habit of meeting the man Arthur once a
week, and speaking to him at the area railings
once or twice in the day. When she left in the
evening she stated that she intended to go to
Carrickfergus on private business. Letters found
at the scene of the tragedy indicated that the rash
and terrible act had been considered beforehand.
Some had poetry written on them, others just
contained fond farewells
.....Love is a dream,
Sad is the waking,
Sunshine and sorrow must ever be,
Love is a dream;
Oh! would it last for ever;
For life is so hard,
And love is so sweet.
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A certain degree of mystery surrounded the identity of
Nora. Some suspected she was working under an
assumed name, while others suspected that she was
already married and that this was the real reason she could
not marry George. She had told her employers that her
brother worked for the Metropolitan Police Force in
Dublin and that her father had been killed while working
as a policeman in Dublin when she was about ten or
eleven. it was also stated that she worked as a nurse at
Shandy Hall in Cork for a doctor and his wife.
On the morning of Friday, March 14, 1890, the remains
of the ill fated couple were interred in the City Cemetery,
the procession of the funeral cortege through the streets
and the subsequent service at the grave being witnessed
by large numbers of people. The remains of the young
man were removed from the Royal Hospital in Frederick
Street, and those of his sweetheart from Mr. Leonard
Baithwaite’s establishment, in Talbot Street, and the
mournful cortege proceeded via York Street, Donegall
Street, Clifton Street, Crumlin Road, Agnes Street,
Northumberland Street, and Falls Road to the cemetery.
After the two hearses walked the chief mourners - the
father and brothers of the deceased man - and there were
also present Mr. Andrew Gibson (of Messrs G. & J.
Burns) and the other employees of the firm. The streets
along the route were crowded with sightseers, and a great
many persons swelled the funeral procession. Arriving
at the cemetery the coffins were taken from the hearses
and carried to the graveside, that containing Arthur being
first consigned to its last resting place. The coffin
containing the remains of the woman was then placed in
the same grave, and one of the mourners having placed a
beautiful wreath upon it, the burial service was proceeded
with.
Several weeks after the funerals, a woman, Mrs.
McCarthy Connor, of Newry, came forward with the
following particulars concerning the romantic young
woman. She stated that Nora Tattersell entered her
service about five years ago when she resided in Cork as
housemaid, being recommended by her sister, Jessie
Tattersell, who was then superintendent or nurse in the
Cork Hospital, in which institution Nora had been for
some time before, being treated for an injury to the eye,
which became blind. Mrs. Connor at that period lived in
No. 9, North Street, Cork. Nora entered Mrs. Connor’s
services when she was about nineteen years of age, and
some time after she informed her mistress that her name
was Nora Tattersell, and not Harte, the latter being the
one by which, up to that time, she was known by the
inmates of the house. It had been stated that the deceased
had served as a nurse under Miss Skinner, in the employ
of Dr. Cross, of Shandy Hall, Cork; but such is not the
case, as she was never in that place.
Her father was as had been correctly, stated, a policeman
at the depot, Phoenix Park, and was killed during some
disturbance or riots in Dublin. Nora told Mrs. Connor
that when she was a young girl, about ten or twelve years
of age, she saw her father carried home dead, and she
further added that she would never forget the scene as
long as she lived. Having lost the power of her left eye,
her sight became rather defective, therefore she was not
able to discharge the duties of housemaid as well as

she would have liked, and Mrs. Connor gave her the
position of nurse, which office she continued to fill until
she left her service, in the house of the Rev. Gollock, at
Caochford, near to Cork, as nurse to Mrs. Gollock, who
was an invalid. Having stayed there for a short time, she
left, and Mrs. Connor heard that she had gone to occupy
a situation at the Curragh, and learned later on that she
had left that and gone to Dublin. From that time her
former mistress heard nothing more of her until the tragic
occurrence, with all its horrible but romantic details,
occurred at Belfast, when she concluded that the poor
girl who, met with such a sad end was none other than
the Nora Tattersell, who had been in her employment
five years ago in Cork.
When her father died, her mother married a second time,
and left for England. Nora then went to live with her
grandmother, and continued there until a short time prior
to her entering Mrs. Connor’s service. Nora was very
good-looking, notwithstanding that she was blind in one
of her eyes, a defect which was scarcely noticeable at a
cursory glance. For her position in life she was very
well educated, and seemed to be a superior sort of girl.
She was also the possessor of a sweet voice, which she
had trained in good style. Her temperament was very
excitable, and when her grandmother died she would
mourn and cry very often. “I wish I were dead; I wish I
were dead.” She also lamented that she had been unkind
to her grandmother, notwithstanding that it was known
that she and her grandparents lived on affectionate terms.
But those outbursts of imagination proved what a curious
and excitable girl she was. Mrs. Connor had almost
forgotten the girl until the tidings of her tragic fate
appeared in the papers, when she was reminded of the
strange girl who had been in her employment as
housemaid and afterwards as a nurse, five years ago in
Cork. Mrs Connor is not aware that Nora was ever
married.
And so the true, tragic story of Nora Tattersell and her
lover George Arthur were recorded in the history books
of Belfast and absorbed into the eternal folklore of the
city. Although this incident occurred over one hundred
years ago many of our older generation will remember
being told the story when they were younger. Over the
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years there have been numerous different versions of the
incident and, as could be expected, many of them are
totally untrue. This is the full true account of the story.
It was printed word for word at the time the deaths
occurred and corresponds with all other records in
relation to the incident. There are many conflicting
stories as to why they committed their ‘lovers pact’ and
today we will never know the full true answer. The most
obvious explanation is centred around the impossible
nature of their relationship. He was a business clerk with
future prospects and she was a common domestic servant
who, at the time, were treated no better than the slaves
one hundred years previous. Could the reason for the
deaths have been the result of class difference or was
there something else?
Over the years many of Belfast’s historians have
compiled articles on this tragic event. To those interested
in the history of the city it may seem a plain and simple
‘lovers pact,’ but to those of us interested in the full
spectrum of Irish history there is a major revelation
exposed in the letter of Mrs. Connor. In this letter Mrs.
Connor has stated that the girl Nora Tattersell was said
to have been employed as a nurse in the employ of Dr.
Cross, of Shandy Hall, Cork, and that she was under the
supervision of Mrs. Skinner. She then continues by
stating that this was not so and that she had never been
at that place. This statement is very interesting as it
would appear that the person who revealed this
information wishes to totally disconnect the deceased girl
from Dr. Cross. To those interested in Irish crime and
murders the name of Dr. Cross and Mrs. Skinner are
very well known. At this time the doctor was very well
known for employing young girls into his service and
using them for personal relationships.
On Wednesday January 11th 1888 Dr. Cross was hanged
in Cork Gaol for the murder of his wife. After the doctor
had killed his wife he went to England married his
mistress - Miss Effie Skinner. Both then returned to
Cork.
Today it remains unknown if there is any connection
between Dr. Cross and the fate of Nora Tattersell but
what is known is that the spot where the bodies were
found is still known as “Nora’s Grave.”
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Walking the streets for
an improper purpose
A few weeks ago in the North Belfast News I published an article on
some of the cases which appeared in the old Victorian Belfast
Courtrooms. In that feature I promised that I would examine the
records of this old institution and bring you the details of some of
the appearances which caught my eye. Needless to say I will be
compiling future features on this but for now here are some of those
which are recorded for January 1869.

Thursday 7th January, 1869
A JAIL BIRD
Mary Donaghey was charged with being on the streets for improper
purposes. Head Constable Foley said there had been nineteen
convictions against the prisoner during 1868. She has been in jail eleven
months and nine days out of the year.
Mr. Orme said she was one of the worst birds that frequented the Court.
Fined 40s and costs, or three months imprisonment.

Monday 4th January 1869
NOVEL MODE OF OBTAINING MONEY
Bernard O’Neill was brought up in custody of Sub Constable Samuel
Canning, charged with having in his possession, selling, and offering
for sale, bottles of coloured water representing them to be brandy.
Canning stated that he arrested the prisoner on Saturday evening in Berry
Street for being drunk. At the time he was offering for sale a bottle of
coloured water representing it to be brandy. (Bottle produced.)
Mr. Orme - Constable Canning will you taste what it is in that bottle
and tell us what it is?
Constable Canning (having tasted the contents of the bottle) - It is
coloured with beer.
(Laughter in court)
Mr. Orme - Upon my word many a person would be taken in by the
appearance of that brandy bottle.
(Laughter in court)

Monday 11th January, 1869
GARDNER AGAIN!
The notorious William Gardner was charged by Sub Constable Campton,
with having been drunk and disorderly on Saturday evening, and having
made use of party expressions. The complainant deposed that the
prisoner had collected a large crowd in Barrack Street. Witness arrested
him, when he commenced to curse the Pope.
Dr. McGee - What have you to say to this charge?
Prisoner - Dear Dr. McGee, it was all drink. I don’t remember anything
about it. Let me off this time and I’ll be good again. (Laughter in court)
Dr. McGee - You will have to give bail, yourself in £10, and two sureties
in £5 each, to be of good behaviour for the next twelve months, or in
default you will have to be imprisoned for fourteen days.
Prisoner - Long life to you, long life to you, thank you sir, thank you sir.

Miss Mc Clune, Berry Street, was examined and said that the prisoner
came to the door of her father’s establishment on Saturday evening
and offered her a bottle of brandy for sale. The policeman came up at
the time and took him into custody. Sub Constable Canning said that
when he lodged the prisoner in the Police Office, he obtained information
that he had sold a bottle to a woman named Henderson, of Vinegar
Terrace. Mary Henderson was examined and deposed, that on Thursday
the prisoner came to her house and said he had a bottle of brandy for
sale, and stated that he would give it for 4s. She said she would give
him 2s 6d for the bottle. She gave him 2s, and told him to come back
for the 6d. When he got outside of the door he shouted to a person
outside, “I only got two bob for it.”
Mr. Orme - This practice must be put an end to. I think it should be sent
before Mr. Otway. The prisoner, in defence, said that he got two bottles
from a sailor in Great George’s Street and that he had thought they
contained brandy.
Sub Constable Canning - I could bring numbers of persons forward who
have been duped by the prisoner.
Mr. Orme understood that in one house in town £5 worth of these
spurious bottles had been passed off. There could be no more barefaced
mode of robbery.
Mr. Orme (to the prisoner) - Are you a householder?
Prisoner - I am. I live in Smithfield.
Mr. Orme - What business do you follow?
Prisoner - I deal in hardware.
Mr. Orme - It appears on this occasion you were dealing in soft goods.
(Laughter in court)
The prisoner was then ordered to find bail - himself in £10, and two
sureties in £5 each or, in default, he was to be imprisoned for two months.

Thursday 7th January, 1869
QUINN ‘THE POET’ IN TROUBLE AGAIN
Arthur Quinn was brought up in custody of Sub Constable Shannon for
being drunk and disorderly in Ballymacarrett, and using filthy language
to a young lady who was passing. On the way to the Police Office he
said he was “an Irishman and Papist poet.”
Mr. Orme - This is a very foolish man. Fined 40s and costs or fourteen
days in jail.

Tuesday 12th January, 1869
DARING SACRILEGE
Bridget Hughes was charged with having been concealed in a
confessional box in St. Patrick’s Roman Catholic Church, Donegall
Street, on the previous evening, with intent to commit a larceny. She
was also charged with having stolen a brass rod from the confessional.
The charge having been proved, Head Constable Lamb said that the
prisoner was an old offender, and had been formerly charged with a
like offence at the Ballymacarrett Roman Catholic Church.
The Bench sent the prisoner to jail for one month.
Monday 1st February, 1869.
ABSCONDING FROM A REFORMATORY
John McGarvey, James Getty, and William Massey were brought up in
custody of Head Constable Grainger, charged with having absconded
from the Malone Protestant Reformatory. Mr. Barkley, Governor of the
Reformatory, proved the charge. He said that the last prisoner had given

him much annoyance, he was one of the worst boys in the Reformatory.
The other two prisoners were not bad.
Dr. McGee (to the prisoners) - What caused you to run away?
Massey - We did not get enough to eat.
Dr. McGee - You may, perhaps, get less where you are going.
The Bench ordered the first two prisoners to be imprisoned for one month
each, and the last prisoner to be imprisoned for two months.
Tuesday 2nd February, 1869.
MORDECAI FORSYTHE AGAIN!
Andrew Mordecai Forsythe was brought up in custody, charged with
being drunk and disorderly on the previous evening in Victoria Street.
The complainant deposed that the prisoner was creating a disturbance
in Victoria Street and High Street. He was talking in an excited manner
to a large crowd, and previously had been annoying some persons in a
shop.
Mr. Orme - What have you to say for yourself?
Prisoner - Your Worship, on account of the late elections, I could not
obtain any pupils, and I had received some drink; if your worships will
discharge me this time I will not come back.
Mr. Coates said that he believed the prisoner had not been before the
Court for two years. He was a Hebrew scholar, and ground gentleman
for the Queen’s College examinations.
Mr. Orme (to prisoner) - If you are sent to Captain Keogh he will give
you a grinding of another description. (Captain Keogh was the jail
keeper.)
Mr. Sheals - I believe the prisoner is a quay preacher and a philosophical
teacher; if he were put in jail it would, no doubt, be
a serious loss to his pupils.
Mr. Orme (to prisoner) - You are now discharged, but if you come back
I will send you to jail.
The prisoner then bowed before leaving the Court.
Mr. Sheals - From the manner he is bowing, I think he would do very
well as a Parisian Master of Ceremonies.
(Great laughter in court)
In the old Belfast Police Courts a form of caution was the taking of the
pledge. This was a signed promise to stay off the drink and if broken the
culprit was recharged. One interesting point in the old records is the
amount of children who signed up to this as is clearly shown in this
photograph. Needless to say very few ever kept their promise.
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Triple murder in the New Lodge

T

here are many reasons why people choose to commit the crime of
murder and mass murder, but one section of this ghastly trade which
people still fail to understand is the reason behind the killing of a
murderer’s own family. There are many supposed answers with drugs, alcohol,
mental health, poverty and depression ranking among the highest. It was a
combination of the latter three which turned Scotsman Allan Spiller, an
excellent, steady, sober, honest and industrious man, into a cold and ruthless
murderer. On the morning of Wednesday the 6th of April 1894 Mr Spiller
was at home with his wife and sister-in-law in Hillman Street in the New
Lodge area. Recently his health had began to cause concern and he had left
his employment at Braddell’s & Co. where he worked as fly tyer.

The house in which the horrific triple murder
occurred was destroyed during the Luftwaffe
blitz in 1941.

SISTERS HOUSE
Soon after leaving work he was forced to give up his home and both he and
his wife along with their two young children moved into Mrs. Spiller’s sisters
house. The family used the basic furniture they needed and the rest was
stored in an upstairs attic room. There was plenty of room in the large house
and the distressed family had plenty of spare bedrooms to occupy. The family
consisted of Mr. Spiller, aged 30, his wife Elizabeth (Lizzie) aged 26, his
young son James, aged 3, and their baby daughter Annetta, who was aged
nine months. As previously stated Allan Spiller was at home on the above
date with his wife, their infant daughter and Mrs. Looney (sister-in-law).

HORRIFIC MURDERS
At around 10.30am Mrs Looney left the house to call next door. When she
had done so Mr. Spiller went upstairs to the attic. He called on his wife and
she came up holding the young child. When she reached the top he grabbed
her and a struggle broke out. He reached for a razor and cut the unfortunate
woman’s throat and then lifted a hammer and smashed the woman’s skull in.
Needless to say the woman was dead in a few moments. He then went
downstairs and called for his son who was in the street eating cake with other
children. When he came in his father lifted him up in his arms and carried
him upstairs. When he reached the attic he once again reached for the razor
and slashed the three year olds throat. As the blood rushed from the child’s
throat he drew the razor across it again and threw the body on the mattress
along-side his mother. Spiller once again reached for the hammer and smashed
the child’s head. Mr Spiller then lifted his baby daughter and after placing
her beside the bodies of her mother and brother the deranged man then slit
her throat with one slash from the razor. Allan Spiller stood for a few moments
looking at the terrible scene which he had just created and it was his intention
at this point to take his own life but as he admitted later during a court case,
“cowardice overcame me.”

STREET CONFESSION
He then went downstairs and out onto the street leaving behind the three
mutilated bodies of what minutes before had been his family. He walked up
Hillman Street towards the Antrim Road. When he reached the junction he
saw a Dr. McFarland and told him, “I am after killing my wife and my
children.” He then walked on. The doctor followed him for a bit and when
he saw a police constable on the other side of the road he shouted over what
the man had just told him. The constable then approached Spiller who told
him what he had told the doctor. Constable Kennedy then took him to the
nearby barracks and once inside he repeated that he had just killed his wife
and children and added”“I cut“their throats with a razor and finished them
off with a hammer.” The police at first thought that they were dealing with a
hoax and that this man must be totally insane. Constable Kennedy then ordered
that he be detained until the story was checked. Head Constable Finlay,
Sergeant Carnagham and Constables Kelly and Rankin rushed to the scene
and knocked on the door of the house.
Mrs. Looney answered and the police asked her if she knew where Mrs. Spiller
and her two children were. She replied that she did not and the police asked
if they could come in and look in the attic. Mrs. Looney stood aside and the
police officers rushed upstairs into the attic where the truth of the man’s story
presented itself. The following is the description of the room as it was reported
in the Weekly Northern Whig of Saturday 9th April, 1892;

THE SCENE IN THE GARRET
The attic where the murders were perpetrated presented a dreadful sight.
On the floor were pools and splashes of blood, and the bodies, which lay
side by side on a mattress stretched on the boards were also covered in
gore. All the victims had ghastly wounds in the throat, and the mother in
addition had the back of her head battered in. She was dressed in her
ordinary attire, and had on a pair of red slippers. The children were also
dressed well and comfortably. There were no specific marks of a struggle
discernible about the place, but the poor woman’s wrists and hands are
scratched and bruised as though she had attempted to defend herself when
in the grip of the murderer. In her left hand she clutched a wisp of hair,
apparently torn from her own head, perhaps in her dying agony. The poor
little boy had two terrible razor wounds in his throat, each sufficient to
cause death, and the blood which had flowed therefrom had dabbled his
pretty golden hair. His head too, like his mother’s, had been battered in by
the merciless hand of the inhuman or maniac father. The baby, a little girl,
and a remarkable fine and pretty child for its age, had apparently been
killed with one sweep of the razor across its throat, and its head is not
otherwise mutilated.
SAME TREATMENT
As he was completing his terrible deed Mrs. Looney returned from her visit
to her neighbour. She then went into the kitchen and when Mr. Spiller was
leaving the house she caught a quick glimpse of him knowing nothing of the
horror upstairs.
Back in the barracks Mr. Spiller was telling the police what he had just done
and made a short statement which was a follows:I killed my Wife and two children. I enticed my wife up to the garret and cut
her throat with my own razor. I finished her with a hammer. I took Jim up
first and cut his throat with my razor. My wife carried Annetta upstairs in her
arms. I cut her throat last. I gave them all the same treatment.
He was then questioned further by the police and afterwards taken to police
courts where he was charged with the murders of his wife and two children.
He was then taken to Crumlin Road Prison.
FUNERALS
The murders caused great excitement and disgust in the city and large crowds
had gathered outside the murder scene. Police inquiries were continuing and
later the same day the bodies were removed to the Belfast Mortuary for the
inquest. The funerals took place the following day and once again large crowds
had gathered in Hillman Street as well as along the funeral route. Before
leaving, the Rev. W. Jackson of the nearby Duncairn Presbyterian Church
conducted a short service in the house afterwhich the coffins were taken outside

to the waiting hearse. Mrs. Spiller’s was placed in first and the two small
coffins were set on top. They were then taken to Carnmoney Cemetery where
they were laid to rest.
NO PLEA
On Tuesday 12th April 1892 Allan Spiller was back in the dock and after
being read the charges against him he sat silently and made no reply
whatsoever. He sat in the court in a pitiful state and did not respond to the
case around him. After some discussion the judge returned the accused on
the capital charge to be heard at the Summer Assizes. On Friday 22nd July
1892 Allan Spiller appeared in the County Antrim Courthouse where he failed
to give a plea. Up until his appearance Spiller had been confined in Dundrum
Criminal Lunatic Asylum, Dublin and because of the distance the judge knew
that the case of a plea had to be quickly resolved. He asked the prosecutor
what he intended to do as the prisoner had no one to represent him and he
could not proceed unless a plea was entered. After some discussion on the
prisoner’s mental health the judge ruled that this was an exception and assigned
Mr. Joseph Donnelly, solicitor and Mr. James Chambers, B.L., as counsel
and ordered that the prisoner should stand trail the following morning with
Spiller spending the night in the Belfast Prison.
LUNATIC
The next day Allan Spiller was again in court charged with the wilful murder
of Lizzie Spiller and his two children at his residence in Hillman Street, off
Antrim Road, on the 6th April last. At this hearing two doctors who were
examining the prisoner’s mental state, were called for and both agreed that
the man was of unsound mind. After a short case the jury found in their
favour. The judge now had an added problem. Normally the prisoner should
have been executed for the wilful murders but because of the medical evidence
there was confusion as to what the law would permit. The judge ordered that
he be taken to the prison where he should remain until the pleasure of Her
Majesty be known. Much public interest was shown in this case and many
people expected Spiller to be hanged for his terrible deed. The law did not
allow this and afterwards it was ordered that he was to remain in the criminal
lunatic institution for the rest of his life.
Today most of the upper section of Hillman Street remains in its original
form. The house in which these murders occurred stood a few doors down on
the left hand side coming from the Antrim Road and was destroyed during
the German air raids on Belfast in 1941. Today we still have a lot of interest
in a case such as this and after we have read that the murderer was to spend
the rest of his life in a Victorian mental institution sparing him the hangman’s
rope we can only question what was really the worst sentence.
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Ghostly warning in Tomb Street

T

hroughout Belfast there are thousands of ghost
stories to be told mainly centring around
‘Brown Ladies,’’‘White Ladies’ and of course
the traditional Banshee which at one time could be
seen up every dark entry. Putting aside the made up
yarns one of the most saddest aspects in relation to
any ghost story is the fact that they are generally
centred around some tragic event which led
to’someone’s death. A large percentage of the ghost
stories told throughout the world are generally said
to be the apparition of that unfortunate individual who
has returned, sometimes without any apparent reason.
Ireland and indeed Belfast is no different and most
of the recorded ghost stories are connected to a
tragedy. Sometimes when these apparitions appear
there is a reason and the most common would be a
sort of ‘supernatural warning’ to the living. In fact
one of the world’s most famous ghost stories is centred
around such a warning and concerns the Irish noble,
Lord Dufferin.
HOUSE PARTY
The ex-Viceroy of India looked death in the face, but
he didn’t recognise it - not then. All that Lord Dufferin
knew was a sudden cold, repellent feeling, a feeling
of shock which made him step backwards from the
window of the great country house. His Lordship was
not a man to be scared. Soldier and diplomat, he had
travelled the world, unflinching under fire, cool and
self-possessed in vital affairs of state. He had joined

a house party at the home of an old friend in County
Wexford, relaxing after his years in India with a few
pleasant days of fishing and shooting in the Irish
countryside. Close on midnight, after the port and
brandy had gone round and the gentlemen had
finished their cigars, Lord Dufferin made his way to
his bedroom in a comfortable frame of mind. It was
a spacious room and the log fire in the wide hearth
spread a feeling of warmth and well-being. Lord
Dufferin was at peace with the world and prepared
for bed. He read a few pages from a novel, then settled
down to sleep.
IMPELLED
But sleep would not come. He dozed and kept waking,
twisting and turning. It was unusual because the calmminded man that he was, he normally slept easily and
deeply. As he lay there, that night in 1890, something
very like fear took hold of Lord Dufferin. It was a
sensation he was not used to, and it disturbed him so
much that at last he got up. He walked slowly to the
window and drew back the heavy velvet curtains. The
moon was full in a cloudless sky and a brilliant white
light flooded the gardens which stretched away
beneath his bedroom window. He could see every
rise and fall of the sweeping, cropped lawns; clumps
of shrubs threw back shadows. Nothing moved. But
Lord Dufferin, deep in contemplation of the beautiful
scene, felt impelled to stay gazing intently from his
window.

COFFIN
Suddenly, a movement in the shadows riveted
Dufferin’s attention. He watched, fascinated, as into
the moonlight a figure stepped. It was a man, walking
slowly across the wide lawn, and carrying what
looked like a large box on his back. Bent almost
double, the man walked to the centre of the lawn.
Then he stopped, lifted his head and looked straight
at Lord Dufferin. In the moonlight the watcher from
the window could see the man’s face quite clearly.
And the sight of it made the ex-Viceroy take that
involuntary step backwards. It was a face, he said
later, “of horror and malevolence” which made him
shudder as their eyes met.
The man then turned and walked away into the
darkness of the shrubbery, but not before Lord
Dufferin had become convinced that the burden the
figure carried - was a coffin.
EXPLANATION
It was now nearly two o’clock in the morning and the
big house was silent. Lord Dufferin waited for a while
at the window, but everything was still again. He
pulled the curtains, went back to bed, trying
desperately with his logical, disciplined mind to
explain this startling sight. He was too matter-offact to believe in ghosts - he had seen enough
mysterious happenings in India and believed stolidly
that there was a down-to-earth explanation for
everything - but there was no way he could explain
this night’s experience. He insisted later that what he
saw was a real, solid, living man
- there was nothing ghostly about him, just an eeriness
which had given him that cold feeling of revulsion.
Oddly enough, Lord Dufferin afterwards recalled, the
feeling disappeared almost immediately, and he slept
soundly.
OVER
At breakfast next morning, Lord Dufferin mentioned
what he had seen from the window. The man-withthe-box story raised a few eyebrows and a laugh or
two, but no one took it very seriously. His host
insisted that there was no history of a ghost around
the place. The whole thing was dismissed as a
nightmare. So that was that. Afterwards Lord
Dufferin often visited his friend in Wexford, stayed
in the same room even - but he never had that feeling
of chill dread, and certainly never saw anything odd.
So far as he was concerned, it was all over - or so he
thought.
LIFT
After a number of diplomatic appointments, Lord
Dufferin was appointed British Ambassador to
France. One morning he was due to speak at an
important meeting of diplomats in a Paris hotel. The
meeting was on the fifth floor and when the
Ambassador arrived, he was escorted to the lift. The
lift doors opened, Lord Dufferin, deep in conversation
with a secretary, allowed a number of people to go in
first. Then he stepped forward. As he did so, the
uniformed lift-attendant faced him. The years rolled
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away in a flash. Lord Dufferin stared in amazement
and then stepped backwards out of the lift - just as he
recoiled from that bedroom window in a silent house
in Ireland five years earlier. For the face of the liftattendant, the eyes that held his for a brief moment they were the face and eyes of the man he had seen in
the moonlight, the man carrying a coffin across the
lawns of a quiet country garden.
ATTENDANT
Once again he felt that chill dread soak into him. So
shaken was he that, to the astonishment of the hotel
manager, he waved the lift away. The doors closed.
The lift whined upwards towards the fifth floor,
leaving the ambassador standing with his secretary.
As he waited, speechless and agitated, Lord Dufferin
heard a sudden harsh clanging and banging and then
a terrific crash which vibrated through the hotel.
Immediately there was pandemonium. Hotel staff
rushed around madly, calling for doctors and
ambulances. Their panic brought the Ambassador
back to normality. He hurried to the foyer and there
an agitated hotel manager poured out the awful story.
The lift had just reached the second floor, where, in a
few minutes, Lord Dufferin should have been
addressing the assembled diplomats. But the lift doors
never opened. With a screaming noise of tortured
metal, the wire suspension cable snapped.

Tomb Street today

lodging house. At this time it was owned by a
gentleman named James Spence and because of the
close proximity to the Belfast docks the Waverly did
a ‘good turn’ with all the foreign visitors and seamen.
In November, 1903, 19 year old Sarah O’Hare was
employed as a house maid in the Waverly. Her job
was to awake every morning at five o’clock and
prepare the common room for when the guests got

When she got in she lay under the blankets in order to heat up
and after a few moments she reached out to turn off the lamp.
When she was about to flick it out a bright figure of a girl
suddenly appeared out of nowhere and stood alongside her bed.
The loaded lift plunged down the shaft, carrying
shrieking helpless passengers and smashed into the
hotel basement. Five people died. Among them was
the lift operator, the man whose face had stopped Lord
Dufferin from stepping into the fated cage. The
strangeness of it did not end there. Dufferin learned
that the lift man had been engaged only for that day,
replacing the regular attendant who was ill. And no
one ever discovered his proper name, or where he
came from.
The story has become part of the Dufferin family
history, and the present Lord Dufferin says: “It is
perfectly true, but my grandfather could never explain
it. We have always believed the story and puzzled
about it, because he did not believe in ghosts.” And
the man was real: his body in the hotel basement
proved it.
WARNING
As stated previously this is the most famous case of a
‘supernatural warning’ however, there are others and
the city of Belfast is the host to at least several. Of
all Belfast’s ghost stories the most evident which
would be categorised as being a ‘supernatural
warning’ would be the incident which occurred in
Tomb Street at the turn of the last century. Number 2
Tomb Street was the Waverly Hotel. Although named
a ‘hotel’ this establishment was more similar to a
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up. She was then to tidy their bedrooms and make
the beds when the guests were at breakfast. Her
sleeping quarters were in the attic of the building. At
around midday she was permitted to return to bed for
a few hours. In the evenings Sarah’s role was to help
the kitchen staff tidy up and, when finished, her duties
for the day were complete.

TERROR
One night in March 1904 when Sarah had finished
her kitchen duties she decided to go out for a walk.
At around ten o’clock she returned and retired to
bed. In her room she lit the oil lamp and got ready
for bed. When she got in she lay under the blankets
in order to heat up and after a few moments she
reached out to turn off the lamp. When she was about
to flick it out a bright figure of a girl suddenly
appeared out of nowhere and stood alongside her bed.
Startled the girl jumped back and as she did so the
figure disappeared before her eyes.
The terror which gripped young Sarah broke and she
ran screaming from the room. Some of the guests
went up to the room and after discovering nothing
there they went down to the common room to see
what happened. After the girl settled down she told
her story and stated that a ghost had appeared in her
room.

Two of the guests then went back up to her room to
check it and after seeing that everything was alright
one of them went over to turn off the lamp. As he
was doing so he hesitated and called over the other
guest and after examining the lamp both of them
returned downstairs. They then told the girl that had
she turned off the lamp then it would have exploded.
EXPLANATION
Was the girl saved by the appearance of a ghost in
her room? It would seem so. At this time accidents
connected with such lamps were occurring on a
regular basis.
The most common cause was a type of cheap oil
which was being used and because of its low price it
was obvious that it was going to be common among
the poorer classes. Approximately forty people were
killed per year as a result of these accidents and
hundreds injured. So why should Sarah O’Hare have
received a warning and none of the others? The
answer to this question will never be known but the
only reasonable explanation is related to an incident
which occurred some years earlier.
FIRE
On the night of Tuesday 30th April, 1895 Jane Wilson
was at her home at 43 Tomb Street. Just after midnight
her mother called her up to go to bed. When she
undressed she went over to turn off the lamp. When
she proceeded to extinguish the lamp it exploded
turning the girl into a ball of flame. At the same time
Harbour Constable McHenry was walking along
Tomb Street when he saw a flash and heard screams
coming from the house. When he burst in her mother
had put blankets around her and these were on fire.
The constable pulled these off her and put out the
fire. Jane was then rushed to the Royal Hospital in
Frederick Street where she died a short time later.
Jane Wilson’s death was the sixth in Belfast that week
as a result of lamp explosions.
As stated she died in Tomb Street and in general
ghosts would appear to be territorial. Did the ghost
of Jane Wilson warn Sarah O’Hare of her impending
death?
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Court laughter
return to the old records of the Belfast Police Courts.
As could be expected there are countless cases
recorded but looking through a few months starting
with March 1869 I have decided to list the ones which
caught my eye.

I

Saturday 6th March, 1869
MORDECAI FORSYTH YET AGAIN!
Andrew Mordecai Forsythe was brought up in custody,
charged with being disorderly, on the previous evening in
Queen’s Square. The complainant stated that the prisoner
was shouting and making a great noise outside a
tobacconist’s shop. He had collected a crowd. The
prisoner handed up a card to the Bench, stating that he
was collector for a temperance society. He gave an
interesting account of his family misfortunes and his own
infirmities, including an eccentricity he had which caused
him to get drunk.
Mr. Orme - How long is it since he was up last?
Head Constable Lamb - About a month, your Worship.
Mr. Orme (to prisoner) - I let you off last time you came
here. You are to be imprisoned for a week.
A BAD BOY
John Houston, a little boy, was charged by Sub -Constable
Cahoon with assaulting Mary Houston, his grandmother.
Mary Houston, a woman apparently about ninety years of
age, came on the table and stated that the prisoner had
struck her on the previous evening. He was a very bad
little boy, and gave his father a great deal of trouble. SubConstable Cahoon said he had known the prisoner more
than two years, and that he was a bad character.
Mr. Orme - What a little monster he must be to beat his
grandmother. We will send him to jail and have him
flogged by the hangman.
The prisoner, on catching the latter part of Mr. Orme’s
words commenced to cry, and entreated his grandmother
to get him off.
Mr. Orme - Why didn’t you think of the hangman when
you were beating your grandmother, you young villain.
YOUTHFUL TIPPLERS
James Allen, eleven years of age, was charged by
Constable Coghlan with being helplessly drunk, in Pilot
Street, on the previous night. In answer to the Bench, the
boy said he was in company with another boy, fifteen years
of age, in Bingham’s Public House, in Pilot Street, where
they each had half a glass of whiskey, and got the porter
on trust from the servant girl. It appeared that the house
was not licensed, the owner selling by permission until
the Quarter Sessions. Head Constable Lamb claimed that
from all he could ascertain the boys stole the drink in the
girl’s absence. Allen was discharged with a caution on
account of his youth.
Friday 9th April, 1869.
A NOVEL LODGING HOUSE
Charles Dunn, alias Richardson, described as a tobaccospinner from Glasgow, was brought up in custody of SubConstable Cooke, charged with having been drunk and
disorderly in Arthur Place on the previous evening.
Mr. Orme - How was he disorderly?

In Victorian Belfast young boys who
came before the courts were absolutely
terrified of the prison hangman as demonstrated in the sentence imposed on
young John Houston. The fact of the
matter was there was no prison hangman
and a warder carried out the floggings.
Policeman - I heard a noise and shouting in Arthur Place,
but on going there I could discover no one. I left the place,
but the noise was resumed, and on going back I found the
prisoner in a large sugar barrel with his heels sticking out.
(Laughter in Court)
The nails which were sticking in the barrel had fastened
in his clothes, and I had to get assistance to get him out.
Mr. Orme - He was in the barrel like a badger in a hole?
(Laughter in Court)
Policeman - Yes.
Mr. Kennedy (Clerk of Court) - Where are you from?
Prisoner - I am from Glasgow, but I came here from Derry
last night.
Mr. Orme What induced you to take lodgings in a barrel?
Head Constable Lamb - It was the only house he could
get open.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Orme - Was it raining at the time?
Policeman - It was.
The prisoner said if he were permitted he would return to
Scotland on the earliest opportunity, and the Bench directed
him to be discharged.
Monday 10th May, 1869.
THE BALLYMACARRETT POET
IN THE DOCK AGAIN
Arthur Quinn was brought up in custody of Sub-Constable
Caffery. charged with shouting and singing in the streets
of Ballymacarrett, between one and two o’clock on Sunday
morning.
Mr. Orme - Well, now, Quinn, what have you to say for
yourself?
Prisoner - Your Worship, I was at a wake and got a glass
or two more whiskey than I could carry.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Orme - You know you ought to have been in bed.
Prisoner - I would, only it was on the occasion of a death.
Mr. Orme - You are fined 10s and costs, or fourteen days
imprisonment.

Wednesday 12th May, 1869.
A BLIND LECTURER ON
“Dr. COOKE AND HIS TIMES.”
John McCallen, known as ‘the blind phrenologist’ was
brought up in custody of Sub-Constable Sloey, charged
with making use of party expressions on the previous
evening. The policeman deposed that on the previous
evening the prisoner was drunk and disorderly in Union
Street. He also made use of party expressions by cursing
the Pope.
Mr. Coates - What did he say about the Pope?
Policeman - He cursed him, and continued doing so the
whole way to the office.
Mr. Orme - I understand the prisoner is a lecturer.
Mr. Coates - Yes, He was to have lectured last night on
“The life and times of Dr. Cooke,” admission 3d a head.
(Laughter in Court)
Prisoner - No, its on Thursday night that I am to lecture.
Mr. Orme - I am afraid you will be lecturing in another
place tomorrow night.
(Laughter in Court)
Prisoner - I was made drunk last night, so that I might be
prevented from giving that lecture. I was made drunk by
certain parties, and tempted to curse the Pope, so that the
lecture might be prevented.
Mr. Orme - You are a very troublesome character, just about
as troublesome a character as I ever met.
Prisoner - Oh, they managed their point with me! I got a
hint in the evening of what was going to be done, but I
didn’t believe it. I could not believe men who were guilty
of such conduct.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Orme - Cursing the Pope tends to cause a breach of
the peace, don’t you know?
Prisoner - Well, the little boys tempted me to curse him;
but your Worship I hope you won’t prevent my lecturing,
and I will soon go out of town.
Mr. McMaster (Clerk of Court) - The last time you were
here you were disappointed with your lecture also.
(Laughter in Court)
Prisoner - No, I was not. I gave my lecture that time.
Mr. Orme - You are fined 40s and costs.
Thursday 13th May, 1869.
LOWRY SPENCE ONCE MORE IN THE DOCK
Lowry Spence was brought up in custody of Constable
Magary, charged with being drunk and disorderly in
Cromac Street. The policeman stated that, on the previous
evening, he found the prisoner drunk in Cromac Street.
He was chasing a lot of little boys, and flinging a stick
after them.
Mr. McCausland - Are you the Lowry Spence we see so
much about in the papers?
Prisoner - Yes, your Worship. I have just returned from
Scotland, where I was making a tour, lecturing on scientific
subjects.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Mc Causland - If you are allowed out now, will you
promise to behave yourself better in the future, and not
come here again?
Prisoner - I will indeed, and I am sure the people of Belfast
will be delighted to hear of my release this morning.
The Bench postponed their decision for a month, to see
how the prisoner would conduct himself in the meantime.
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Horrific murder on the Shore Road

J

ust over 100 years ago the city of Belfast
was to witness a most brutal murder
which to this day has never been solved.
The nature of the attack has fortunately been
a rare event, as the instances of crime involving
brutal rape and murder in the Belfast area has
not been a common occurrence. What made
this case so strange and sad was the fact that
the poor victim had been arrested for alleged
drunkenness after being found lying in the
street. A slur that any proud woman would
detest.
MOANING
On the night of Monday, July 12th, 1895,
Constable Jackson, from York Road Barracks
was on his usual beat along the Shore Road.
The 12th celebrations had continued into the
early hours and it was not uncommon for the
police to have to take some people into
custody, suffering from the effects of
consuming too much drink. As Constable
Jackson arrived at an open field opposite the
entrance to “The Grove,” on the Shore Road
he heard what sounded like someone moaning.
He went in the direction of the sounds and
about sixty yards from the roadside discovered
a woman, partially undressed, lying with her
feet in a pool of water. Constable Jackson
shook her up but she looked quite dazed and
he concluded from her appearance that she was
suffering from the effects of drink. He left
her where she was and then went for a car to
convey her to the barracks. By the time he
had discovered one and brought it down, the
woman had recovered enough to identify

herself as Elizabeth Jones from 8 Park Row,
Greencastle and that her husband was a former
sergeant in the army. She still had the
appearance of being intoxicated and the police
constable claimed that she began to talk
incomprehensibly before lying down to sleep
again, moaning all the while.
MYSTERY
She was eventually brought to the Police
barracks where a charge of drunkenness was
subsequently preferred against her. She was
held in the cells in order that she would come
before a magistrate the following morning.
During the night she took seriously ill and a
local doctor, Dr Aiken, was sent for. He
immediately ordered her removal to the Union
Hospital. This instruction was promptly
carried out, but despite the medical attendance
there she died the following morning. At first
very little importance was attached by the
police to the finding of the woman until
rumours of what had happened that night
began to emerge. It was later discovered that
the woman had not been drunk at all in fact
she did not touch alcoholic drink. This
furthered not only the local community’s
suspicion but also the police suspicion that
something untoward had happened. As the
woman’s movements that night were pieced
together it was revealed that she had been
passing along the Shore Road at around
11.00pm having visited her mother-in-law.
Nothing more could be discovered and the rest
of her movements on that night remained a
mystery.

A fortnight later however an inquest was held
in Belfast. The medical evidence showed that
the deceased had been subjected to a brutal
outrage and that death resulted in consequence.
A verdict was therefore returned in accordance
with the medical evidence.
BRUTAL ATTACKER
The police meanwhile believed that they were
now following up a murder inquiry and they
did their utmost to unravel the mystery. They
believed that she had been pounced upon by a
man who had been lying in wait somewhere
near the park. He must have dragged his victim
into the park where he brutally beat and raped
her before making off. Doctors believed that
she had been concussed and that perhaps a
haemorrhage of some sort had moved over her
brain leading to the appearance of being
intoxicated.
This concussion eventually led to the poor
woman’s death. No one came forward
however to help the police catch this brutal
attacker despite various appeals. The police
eventually conceded that they had no clues
whatsoever to identify the cruel person or
persons involved and without the help of the
public they could not conduct a proper
investigation into the murder. And so it was
108 years ago in Belfast - a woman was
brutally beaten and raped to death just off a
main city thoroughfare. The murderer got
away scot free.
BELOW - The Grove, in the shadow of which
the horrible deed was committed.
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Brutal double murder
in Rosebank Street
THE COUNTY ANTRIM PRISON is situated
less than half a mile from the centre of Belfast
on the Crumlin Road. During its history it has
held people on charges that range from minor
misdemeanours to more serious crime since it
was opened in 1850. Further on up the road on
the hillside lies an area which is known as
Ardoyne. This little mill district also developed
around the 1850’s its birth coinciding with the
advent of the large linen mills and factories.
Rows and rows of houses formed the little
streets off the Crumlin Road just below the
impressive structure of Holy Cross church
which itself crowned the top of the hill. The area
is today completely different from what it
looked like 20 years ago. Facing the gates of
the Brookfield Industrial Estate there was once
a little street of 57 houses called Rosebank
Street. At the corner of the next street was the
Leopold Street R.U.C. Barracks.
MURDER SCENE
The scene of this murder was set in a period of
time known as “the hungry thirties.”
Unemployment was at its height. The
government at the time was implementing the
Out Door Relief system and strikes and
industrial action were the common headlines
every day.
Against this background the headlines on
Saturday morning April 18th 1931 led with
“ARDOYNE TRAGEDY”. It related to a brutal
double murder at Rosebank Street. Although the
area had been the centre of some of Belfast’s
worst sectarian violence in the twenties the scars
of which would have been relatively fresh, this
particular killing was what would have loosely
been categorised as a domestic murder. The
previous few years had witnessed the execution
of several people at Crumlin Road Gaol for
various other murders throughout Co. Antrim
and everyone waited to see if this particular one
would end in execution also. On Friday July
24th 1931, William Mulholland was indicted for
the murder of his wife and Mr. John Mc Mullan
on the night of April 17th. Both had been shot
to death.
NOT SPOKEN FOR TWO YEARS
Mr. John McGonigle K.C. and Mr. G. B.
Dougherty (instructed by Mr. H. H. Mussen)
appeared for the Crown. Mr. B. J. Fox appeared
for the accused. Throughout the trial Mulholland
evinced a curious disregard for the proceedings
and steadfastly gazed at the box in which the
jury were seated. At the trial the court was
crowded. It was claimed that Mr. John
McMullan, the young man who was one of those
murdered, had regularly visited the house. He
and Richard Mulholland (the accused’s son)

man dead. Richard thinking that his father was
going to shoot him next fled out of the house
and ran to the nearby Leopold Street Barracks.
B-SPECIAL
When cross-examined it was discovered that
William Mulholland had the revolver in the
house for quite some time as he was a ‘B’
Special. Richard Mulholland claimed that
McMullan had been in the house about a dozen
times and that his father had always been
friendly to him. He also told the court however
that on a number of other occasions visitors have
been in the house and that he had appeared
friendly only to suddenly ‘turn on them’ and
throw them out.

No 7 Rosebank Street
both played music and the two friends regularly
met to practice in the house at Rosebank Street.
On the night he was killed Richard Mulholland
and John McMullan had both been listening to
the jazz music on the gramophone.
Richard Mulholland (aged 18) told the court
how his father and mother were not on very
good terms - in fact they had not spoken to each
other for almost two years. The witness himself
was also not on speaking terms with his father.
On the night of the tragedy Richard Mulholland
claimed he was in the kitchen with his mother
and his younger sister. John McMullan called
around 8.30 p.m. Shortly afterwards Willie
Mulholland jnr. arrived at the house. Richard
Mulholland claimed his father came in at around
10.00 p.m. and he told Johnnie McMullan,
“Didn’t I tell you not to come in again?” Johnnie
didn’t answer and the accused walked in and
out of the kitchen for some time. Then he said,
“I’ll give you three minutes to get out”.
McMullan apparently ignored this request. The
accused it was alleged kept on pacing up and
down the floor in and out of the kitchen. After
about a half-an-hour of this he appeared at the
kitchen door and suddenly produced a revolver.
It was about 11.00 p.m. He then told McMullan
to leave but not until the ‘peeler’ left the street.
At around 11.20 p.m. Richard Mulholland told
the court that he also got up to leave McMullan
out. They went out to the hall to get his friend’s
coat and as he did so his father shot the young

A FATAL SHOT
Another witness Willie Mulholland (aged 13)
told the court how he also was in the house that
night. He claimed that when his father had shot
Johnnie McMullan he thought that he was going
to shoot him and his mother next. They both
ran out into the yard, opened the back door and
ran out into the entry. When they got to the entry
his mother ran towards Ohio Street and he ran
towards the Crumlin Road. He told of how he
turned round and saw his father running after
him with the revolver in his hand. However after
a few yards he turned and ran after his mother.
Willie then heard the fatal shot ring out and then
shortly after another single shot.
After shooting down his wife in the entry
Mulholland then returned back through his own
house out into Rosebank Street where he was
arrested by two policemen before he could kill
anyone else.
GUILTY BUT INSANE
His defence Counsel at the trial claimed that
the accused was insane at the time and was not
responsible for his actions. Events leading up
to the tragedy were recalled and the defence
lawyer told of Mulholland’s delusions of a
conspiracy against him and other delusions
regarding his wife and McMullan. Dr. W. J.
Smyth, the Resident Medical Superintendent
from the County Antrim Asylum and Dr.
O’Flaherty the prison medical officer both told
the court that in their opinion the accused was
“sane on the night of the shooting and that he
was still quite sane.”
The jury however formed their own opinion,
weighing up all the evidence that was before
them. After a short retirement they returned with
a verdict of ‘guilty but insane’. Judge Brown
then ordered that Mulholland be detained as a
criminal lunatic during the pleasure of the
Government of Northern Ireland.
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The mass graves of Clifton Street
n the 7th of April 1846, thirty three year
old Margaret Owen, who lived at 34
Henry Street, was buried in the poor
section of Clifton Street Cemetery. Her cause
of death was recorded as fever and, owing to
circumstances of the time, nothing much was
thought of this death. After all, people were
dying of fever in Belfast at a rate of around one
hundred per year. However this death was
different and what made it so was the fact that
it was one of the first in a new epidemic which
was to bring terror and widespread death to the
town.

a bacterial infection. Together these caused a
very high death rate in the town. The fever,
which struck Belfast in the 1840s, was in fact
two different fevers. Typhus and Relapsing, both
of which were carried by body lice, fleas and
ticks. Both fevers first caused pain in the joints
and muscles, extreme headache, continuous
vomiting, widespread rash, and later a slow and
painful death for its unfortunate victim. This was
only the beginning because at the same time as
the fever outbreak, Ireland was facing another,
more serious problem, the potato blight,
otherwise known as the ‘Great Famine’.

FAMINE
Belfast had been hit by a fever epidemic ten
years previously. At that time the fever was
accompanied by outbreaks of Influenza and
Erysipelas, which was a skin disease caused by

DIFFERENT DIET
The famine had a less disastrous effect on the
north of Ireland, than on many other parts of
the country. One reason for this was due to the
fact that the people in the northern counties were

O
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not completely dependent on the potato for
survival, since oatmeal was traditionally an
additional article of their diet.
Nevertheless the North was severely affected,
and many people left their homes in search of
food and work in the towns. The fever epidemic,
which followed, was attributed to the
introduction of infection by the ten thousand
refugees who had crowded into the poorer areas
of Belfast.
TERRIBLE EPIDEMIC
Andrew Malcolm, who was a doctor in the
General Hospital in Frederick Street, at the time
of the outbreak, wrote:
We will remember the aspect of the hordes of
poor who thronged into the town from all parts.
Famine depicted in the look, in the hue, in the
voice and gait.
The food of a nation had been cut off; the
physical strength of a whole people was
reduced; and this condition, highly favourable
to the impression of the plague-greath, resulted
in the most terrible epidemic that this island
has ever experienced.
What was happening was simple; the poor from
all over Ireland were coming into the already
overcrowded poor areas of Belfast in search of
food and work, and with them they brought the
fever.

The largest of the mass graves in Clifton
Street cemetery which contains the remains
of thousands of paupers

OPEN SEWERS
In 1847 the People’s Magazine printed a series
of articles written by Dr Andrew Malcolm
entitled ‘Sanitary Inspections of Belfast’ and in
one of these he presented a map of the New
Lodge district, back-to-back houses were shown
along with pumps, open sewers and other
problems. He examined in detail the various
‘rows’ and’‘courts’ and the few streets which
then existed. In these he found gross
overcrowding with most two up-two-down
houses with sometimes upwards of five families
in each.
Other poor areas such as Carrick Hill and the
Pound Loney were worse again. Indeed, all the
poorer districts of Belfast with their appalling
conditions proved no hindrance to the spread
of this new fever epidemic.
DUMPED BODIES
It was not long before large numbers of people
began to die. Bodies were being found in the
streets and their families or friends were leaving
others outside graveyards for burial. At the
Clifton Street ground, sometimes up to four
bodies were being found outside on Henry
Place. On the 27th of February 1847, the body
of an unknown two-year-old child was found
on the doorstep of the graveyard gatehouse. It
was the first of many.
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The mass graves of Clifton Street

Part 2

W

hen the fever struck Belfast in
the mid 1840’s’the amount of
people dying in Belfast was
rising at an alarming rate with sometimes
upwards of one hundred bodies being
buried in the Clifton Street Graveyard every
week. When it had reached its height,
Belfast was struck with outbreaks of
dysentery and small-pox. By now,
preventing the fever and other diseases was
seen as an impossible task.
More worrying, was the new outbreak of
dysentery. This disease attacked the bowels
and abdomen before leading to a very
painful death.
POOR HOUSE DEATHS
The first person to die of dysentery and to
be buried at Clifton Street was 26-year-old
Alexander McMurry. He was an inmate of
the poor-house. The day after his death,
another seven people died from the same
disease, all of them inside the poor-house.
To cope, the Board of Health, which had
just been set up, had to enlarge the Union
Infirmary and move poor-house inmates
(thought to carry the disease) into it.
The Board also had built a large shed in the
grounds of the General Hospital which was
facing the poor-house in Frederick Street.
Two unused hospitals, the College Hospital,
which was in the old Barracks, and the
Cholera Hospital were once again opened.
Later tents were erected in the grounds of
the Workhouse to accommodate 700
convalescent patients.

CART LOADS OF COFFINS
Back in the burying grounds of Belfast,
burial space was running out, and at the
New Burying Ground, bodies were arriving
faster than the gravediggers could
accommodate them.
On the 9th of July, 1847, the Belfast
Newsletter described the scene in Clifton
Street Graveyard:- “In the course of the
present week we saw no fewer than twenty
coffins, containing the corpses of persons
who had died of fever in the various

hospitals in town during the proceeding
twenty four hours lying for interment in that
portion of the New Burying Ground
appropriated for that purpose; while cart
loads would arrive before the common
grave was ready for their reception: A sight
so melancholy was never before witnessed
in Belfast.”
Some of the coffins contained more than
one body in each, as the registry books of
the Burying Ground show and sometimes
up to five bodies were placed in one coffin
(which were really large boxes). Soon after,
coffins were not used at all. When the poor
ground was full, the cholera ground, which
was last used in the epidemic of the 1830s,
was once again opened. Even the gap
between the Antrim Road wall, and the
graveyard wall was used.
BURIAL SPACE
In the Belfast Newsletter of the 16th of July,
1847, it was reported that the parish ground
was full. The congestion at Friar’s Bush was
as serious as at the Clifton Street ground.
At the same time the Rev. Richard Oulton
described how he was shocked by the sights
to be seen in Clifton Street, where coffin
was heaped upon coffin until the last was
not more than two inches below the surface.
However, the problem now was burial
space: more would have to be found or the
RIGHT - People evicted from their homes throughout
Ireland by uncaring landlords were forced to come to
large towns such as Belfast in search of food and work in
places such as the York Street Mill (above)
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fever epidemic would have to be stopped
quickly. At this time it was fully realised
that to control the epidemic, it was first
necessary to control vagrancy, and thus
prevent more paupers coming into the town.
TERRORISE THE POOR
To do this a meeting was held by the poorhouse Committee on the 20th of July, 1847.
It was at this meeting that it was agreed that
all beggars were to be ‘placed’ in the House
of Correction (prison) and that this was to
begin on August 3rd.
The following is the first report on the
beggars first convicted:
Samuel Burns aged 16 from parish of
Kilmore near Crossgar convicted of
begging on Carrick Hill to be confined for
one fortnight from yesterday.
James McDonnell aged 25 from Drumane,
Tullamore West, latterly from Glasgow sent
by the town found begging in Hercules
Place to be confined for one fortnight from
yesterday.
Biddy Flinn who had with her a 10 year
old son and a child about 2 years old living
in Queery’s Entry, North Street, was found
begging in College Square North to be
confined for one fortnight from yesterday
with the liberty to have the children with
her.
As the days went on the lists became longer
at each session as more and more beggars
were being arrested and confined to the
House of Correction.
If the idea of doing this was to prevent
begging in the streets by people who had
come to Belfast for that purpose and to scare
away others, then it had worked. The poorhouse minutes for the work done in the
House of Correction continue until
February 5th, 1848, which was when the
last of the vagrants were disposed of either
by dismissal or transfer to the Police Office.
From August there was a gradual decline
in the fever. By November the General
Hospital ceased to admit any further fever
cases, and the following month the Barrack
Hospital was closed as the new Workhouse
Hospital provided sufficient beds for any
remaining cases.
CHOLERA WARNING
At the end of 1847 Dr Andrew Malcolm
was warning people through the pages of
the Peoples Magazine, that cholera was
spreading at an alarming rate towards
Europe, and at the same time the Board of
Health, which had been set up to combat
the fever epidemic, was being disbanded,
even though Belfast was still suffering a
high death rate. According to the census of

1841, the mortality rate per 1,000 in Belfast
was 28% the average age of death was nine
years, and one half of the population was
under the age of 20 years.
SLUM HOUSING
Dr Malcolm, having demonstrated that
Belfast suffered to an unusual extent from
preventable disease went on to examine the
sanitary state of the town in detail. He dealt
first of all, with housing and reported the
following:- “The great majority of the
poorer houses in this town consist of four
rooms varying in size from 7 feet to 10 feet
square in two stories. They are generally
occupied by two families. We have known
as many as eighteen of twenty persons
sleeping within such limited apartments.
Poor lodging-house keepers have been
known to cram three beds into one room
and three persons into each bed.”
FIRST CASE
The first case of cholera occurred in the
Lunatic Asylum on the 1st of November
1847, and for upwards of a month was the
only case.
This was Asiatic cholera which had last
appeared in the town in 1832 and affected
almost 3,000 people, killing over 500, most
of whom are buried in the poor ground of
Clifton Street.
Soon this disease began to appear in various
localities in the town. A cholera hospital
was opened in Howard Street, and the
General Hospital in Frederick Street was
enlarged to treat cases from the North
Queen Street and ‘Sailortown’ areas, the
Union Hospital dealing with the rest of the
town.
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CHOLERA PIT REOPENED
In the poor-house, great care was taken to
prevent the entry of infection. During the
new cholera threat, no inmate was allowed
out and no one was allowed to come in.
Only on Sundays did the inmates get out,
and this was only to go to their places of
worship under strict supervision.
During this epidemic the poor-house
escaped infection, entirely due to these
measures being taken. The poor who had
died of cholera outside the house were
causing the committee in charge of the
burying ground a major problem of where
to bury them. The following is recorded
after their meeting on Wednesday 9th July
1847:- “This meeting was summoned in
consequence of the very great difficulty of
finding burial ground for the poor in the
present crisis.
At the suggestion of the board of health, a
certificate as to the safety from infection in
opening the graves of bodies buried in the
time of cholera in 1832 and 1833, was
signed by many of the most respectable
medical practitioners.”
And so, after this meeting the order was
given that the mass grave of the earlier
cholera victims was to be reopened.
However, the cholera outbreak did not last
as long as had been expected and was
claiming fewer victims. Soon the scare was
over, and when it was, the mass grave at
the Clifton Street burying ground was filled
in for the last time.
Modern map showing the gap between the cemetery and
the Antrim Road which was also used as a ‘poor grave’
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Murder at Cliftonville

B

elfast of over 100 years ago was very much different from the
mass of sprawling estates which exist today. Over-crowding
and acute deprevation was the lot for most of the population as
they were crammed into little houses in areas such as Carrickhill,
Smithfield, The Pound Loney and Sandy Row. The suburbs were then
situated at places like Cliftonville and Ormeau. It was in these places
that the wealthy families lived in their grand mansion houses with neat
gardens and picturesque estate. It is not the place where one would
usually expect to find someone contemplating murder - but it was in
such a leafy suburb that the following sensational murder was to take
place. This particular murder was to take place in broad daylight and
what made it more extraordinary was that it was to be committed by a
so-called ‘gentleman’. That man was William Herdman and his victim
was his cousin, John Herdman.
MILL OWNERS
John at the time lived at Cliftonville Lodge at the top of what was then
called the New Lodge Road. This mansion was later demolished to be
replaced with Cliftonville Primary School facing what was once known
as the Cliftonville Cricket Ground. In the 1860’s the Herdman family
were wealthy linen merchants who owned mills, first at Smithfield and
then the Brookfield Linen Company on the Crumlin Road. They were
also ship owners connected to Belfast Harbour.
The person around whom the events of that day were to revolve, was
another member of the family, the 82 year old aunt of both men, Miss
Agnes Herdman. She also lived at Cliftonville and it was around her
that the tragedy unfolded. At that time, as earlier stated, the Cliftonville
Road stretched as far as where Solitude Football Grounds are situated
today. In those days, a gate across the narrow roadway, prevented people
from proceeding any further as the lands beyond were owned by Mr.
Lyons, one of the city’s wealthy landlords. A gatehouse stood at this
entrance. Just before this gateway were the entrance gates to the
Waterworks, much in the same place as they are today. There were only
eight blocks of houses on the road back then - not like today’s busy
thoroughfare. On the side opposite Lyon’s gatelodge was a house known
as Clifton Lodge. (This was later occupied by Mr. Morgan, the Unionist
M.P. for Oldpark in later years). Directly next to it was a double house
known as Dunowen (Later to be occupied by the Poor Clare Convent).
Next to it was the porter house which led up to the Hinds’ family Lodge.
Facing Dunowen was Easton Lodge and further on up on the same side
was the avenue leading to Cliftonville Lodge, the home of John Herdman
and his young family.
WATERWORKS
On May 15th 1862, John Herdman was at home entertaining some
friends. At about 5.45pm. he apparently left in the company of Mrs.
Eleanor Thompson to take a stroll through the Waterworks which was a
place of resort back then. They walked from the house, down the avenue
and out towards the road. When they reached this junction they turned
right in order to enter the Waterworks by the entrance gate. Since John
Herdman was a resident of Cliftonville he had his own personal key to
the entrance gate to use at his leisure. On that fateful day however, it
was later revealed, previous arrangements to walk up to the Cave Hill
were postponed in favour of a stroll through the Waterwork’s grounds.
As they passed along the road they engaged in quiet conversation. It
was a clear evening and we can understand the peace and tranquillity
that might have existed there for it was from this picturesque quiet that
the area derived the name ‘Solitude’ - a name which is evident in that
immediate area to this very day. While they were walking along they
noticed a man coming from the direction of Mr. Lyons’ estate. That
man was Mr. William Herdman, John Herdman’s cousin and a man very
much known to him. As he got nearer he asked John for a moment of
his time in order to discuss some private matter. John apparently tried
to dismiss him and while both he and Mrs. Thompson walked on, a shot
suddenly rang out. In terror they both turned to see William Herdman,
his hand outstretched, taking deliberate aim. They both tried to flee
towards the Lyons’ gate but instead they both fell. Mrs. Thompson had
tripped over her dress but John Herdman had been critically injured.
As they both tried in vain to rise and escape from the gunman another

shot rang out. John Herdman was reported to have cried out - “Oh God,
I am killed, call for my wife.”
WILFUL MURDER
Mrs. Thompson in the meantime had managed to get up and run towards
the gate lodge at the Lyons’ estate. Here she met a beggar-woman and
the gatekeeper. The gatekeeper ran back to get help. The two women,
in the meantime, went back down the road and passed by the body of
John Herdman who by this time was lying on the flat of his back bleeding
from the mouth. The two women went back up the avenue (the same
one which both Mr. Herdman and Mrs. Thompson had just left) where
they met Mrs. Herdman and the servant. They explained what had just
happened and help was quickly summoned to the scene. John Herdman
was taken into his own house where he died a short time later. It was
later revealed at the trial that after shooting his cousin William Herdman
apparently set the gun down and walked calmly down towards Belfast.
He was arrested later that evening in the Vine Hotel, Corporation Street
and was subsequently charged with the wilful murder of his cousin.
FUNERAL
Several days later a public funeral proceeded from Mr. Herdman’s home
at Cliftonville. The solemn procession was watched by thousands of
the city’s residents as it led its way across the city to the little graveyard
by the church at Newtownbreda where the family burial plot was situated.
William Herdman was brought to trial that same July. It transpired that
he was supposed to receive money from his aging aunt. This money
was to have been a type of allowance and its handling and distribution
was left in the capable hands of a Mr. Russell who acted as Miss
Herdman’s agent.
THE ALLEGED MOTIVE
Mr. Russell advised Miss Herdman to hold back some of William
Herdman’s allowance until he agreed to do several things, one of which
was to leave Ireland for England. He blamed his cousin, John, for
influencing his aunt and it was alleged at the time that he murdered his
cousin as an act of revenge. He apparently was of the strong belief that
it was John Herdman alone who stood between him and the money with
which Miss Herdman’s generosity or her fear would have supplied him.
THE TRIAL
When he eventually came to trial he used insanity as his line of defence.
His movements on the day of the murder were outlined to a jury at
Belfast’s Crown Court. On the 15th May he visited Mr. Russell (Miss
Herdman’s agent) and he stayed with him until around 3.00 pm. From
there he went to the house of Mr. Nelson on the Antrim Road and then
he proceeded to Cliftonville where he allegedly committed the murder.
Witnesses to the murder identified him and one by one they told their
own version of events. A positive picture began to emerge and this formed
the prosecution case. In defence, William Herdman was portrayed as

being of ‘unsound mind’. The defence tried to prove that he laboured
under some delusion, or was the victim of uncontrollable paroxysms,
or indeed that he had some hereditary mental taint which rendered him
unaccountable for his actions. Certain eccentricities in his family were
highlighted. It was also alleged that he had been a constant source of
annoyance to his family and others and that he had been bound over on
more than one occasion to keep the peace. The jury considered all the
evidence which had been presented before them and returned the verdict
of guilty with a recommendation of mercy. When asked to explain on
what grounds mercy should be considered the foreman of the jury stated
- “On the grounds of his many eccentricities. The jury were of the
unanimous opinion that we ought to recommend him to mercy owing to
those eccentricities of character for which he has been remarkable.
Although they cannot find that he was insane on the day and at the time
the murder was committed, yet they thought there was plenty of ground
for this recommendation.”
The court then retired to convene the following morning for sentencing.
DEATH SENTENCE
On the morning of Saturday, July 26th 1862, shortly before 11.00 am.,
the Right Honourable Justice Fitzgerald took his seat in the Crown Court
at the County Courthouse on the Crumlin Road. The court was crowded
to excess by those who wished to hear sentence passed. After briefly
returning to the previous day’s events the judge solemnly addressed the
convicted man.
“I can only now implore and entreat you that you employ the remainder
of your life, that short remainder, in an endeavour by sincere repentance
for that ill-spent life and the offences you have been guilty of ......... I
implore and entreat you, an educated man, to attend now to the last
advice that you shall receive. It remains for me now to perform the
most painful duty, by far the most painful that can fall to the lot of any
judge, nay, of any human being. That is a duty I cannot shrink from I
must perform it. It remains now for me without further harrowing your
feelings, to pass upon you the dreadful sentence of the law (his lordship
here put on the black cap) - and that sentence is, that you, William
Herdman, be taken hence to the place from which you came and thence
on Tuesday the 2nd of September next, to the usual place of execution there to be hanged by the neck until you are dead and that your body be
afterwards buried within the precincts of the prison within which you
shall be have been confined after your conviction. I humbly pray and
humbly hope and I am sure that in that prayer everyone who hears me
joins, nay, even the widow and ten or eleven orphans I have alluded to
will join in that prayer, that the God whom you have offended may have
mercy on your immortal soul.”
The prisoner then bowed to the judge and then to to the court and was
led away.
An appeal was immediately lodged against the sentence. William
Herdman successfully cheated the hangman’s noose and was detained
in the asylum for life.

The Cliftonville Road at the turn of the last century

North Belfast - A Scattered History

Page 51

A place called Cliftonville
f I were to ask you where was Cliftonville what
would be your reply? Well most people would
answer that it is from the Antrim Road and ends
at the junction of the Oldpark Road at Cliftonville
Circus. Believe it or not you would be wrong. Its
true that your answer would be the Cliftonville Road
and therefore you would be in the right direction.
Cliftonville is the block of spacious houses situated
on the left hand side of the Cliftonville Road from
the Antrim Road. Sadly most of the original buildings
have long gone but fortunately a few remain with
another tragedy being that one of them was badly
damaged by vandals recently and now lies in a state
of ruin.
The first of these was built in the 1860’s and they
were built at a time when this part of North Belfast
was mainly made up of country mansion houses set
in country estates. They were set back from a dirt
road which led up to a large house named The Lodge.
This road actually began at North Queen Street, cut
across Duncairn Street and ended roughly where the
‘Cricky’ is situated now. The roads name was the
New Lodge Road. However, Duncairn Street was
renamed the Antrim Road and the upper section of
the New Lodge Road was named after these elegant
houses’and therefore became the Cliftonville Road.
Shortly after they were built new buildings began to
spring up in the area including a large number of villas
and more impressively the new school building of
the Belfast Royal Academy which was built directly
facing Cliftonville. This school moved from
Academy Street (hence that streets name) and is about
the only school in history which had an armed revolt
when pupils took a teacher at musket point and held
him in a classroom. Needless to say all was resolved
peacefully with the teacher being released and the
pupils punished.
As mentioned above the area at this time was mostly
mansion houses and those nearby included Thorndale,
The Lodge, Brookvale, Easton Lodge, Dunowen,
Brookville to name but a few. As can also be seen
many of the names live on in our modern streets.
In reality what Cliftonville was was a row of these
country mansions all built in one block and only three
remain, two on either side of the Belfast Royal
Academy swimming pool and the other being the old
CDC building. All the other houses on this row today
were additions which were constructed in the 1890’s.
Looking at the old plans we can see just how exclusive
these houses really were as each one of them had its
own water well which were essential in the days
before running water and throughout their history
quite a few ‘distinguished’ people lived in them
ranging from mill owners through to surgeons. To
list all of Cliftonville’s residents over the years would
require every page in this paper’but for the purpose
of an example I have decided to list those who lived
here in 1878.
In the first house from Duncairn Street (now Antrim
Road remember!) lived Thomas Thompson of
McClinton & Thompson which was a soap and candle
manufacturers in Academy Street with a main factory
in Caxton Street. Next door was the home of John

I

Beck who was one of the owners of the Edenderry
Mill. His neighbour was Dr Vere Webb who was the
principle medical officer of the Belfast Garrison. This
was the massive military barracks which took up a
large part of the New Lodge area and, upon the death
of Queen Victoria in 1901, was later renamed Victoria
Barracks. Then there was the home of John Irvine
who owned a Wine and Spirit Merchants in Gloucester
Street. William Gilmore lived next to him and he also
owned a Wine and Spirit Merchants based in High
Street in which was also based an East India Tea
House. Two rivals living next door to each other I’m sure there were plenty of ‘debates’ there! William

Johnston was the next neighbour and he owned a Flax
and Tow concern in Victoria Street and next door to
him was a Miss Catherine Millar. Joseph Wright was
next and his business concern was a large grocer shop
which was situated at the foot of Donegall Street. Next
was Mr G. B. Ferguson of the company Molyneux &
Ferguson Starch Manufactures based in Unity Street
and finally the end house was the humble home of
Mrs Annie Skelton.
Needless to saw this was indeed an exclusive place
to live in its time and is just a tiny part of the history
of a place called Cliftonville.

TOP - Belfast map of around 1880 showing the houses known as ‘Cliftonville’ shortly
after the upper section of the New Lodge Road was renamed Cliftonville Road.
BOTTOM - One of the original houses at Cliftonville. Today the Belfast Royal
Academy swimming pool stands on its site.
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How could a blind man see his brother?
More true cases from the Victorian Belfast Courtroom
Saturday 15th May, 1869
THE INCORRIGIBLE MRS. McCANCE
Jane McCance was brought up, charged with having
been drunk and disorderly in Peter’s Hill on the
previous evening. The complainant stated that
between seven and eight o’clock on the previous
evening the prisoner was passing up Peter’s Hill,
followed by a large crowd, which she was leading
on. She had her hands raised, and was acting in a
very excited manner altogether. He observed her
stoop down and lift something off the ground, which
she pitched at the crowd behind her. He then took her
into custody.
Mr. Orme - What effect had that on her?
Policeman - She came pretty agreeably then. I got
her onto a cart and took her down to the office.
Mr. Orme - Well now, Mrs, McCance, what do you
say to this?
Prisoner - Oh dear, Mr. Orme, I’m quite ashamed of
myself. I had a wee drop of drink, and a crowd came
up and tore off my net, which exasperated me a little.
I felt exceedingly thankful to the constable for taking
such care of me.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Orme - You are a terrible woman.
Prisoner - I beseech you, dear Mr. Orme, to overlook
my conduct this time. Just let me go, and I’ll return
to my friends at Lisburn.
Mr. Orme - I have given you trial upon trial, and it
has never done you any good.
Prisoner - I know your Honour has been very kind.
Give me just one chance.
Mr. Orme - It is a great question with me whether I
should not put you under a rule of bail.
Prisoner - Oh, dear Mr. Orme, just for this once.
Mr. Orme - You are quite incorrigible. Upon my word
I don’t know what to do with you.
Prisoner - I’ll be a good girl in future.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Orme - You must pay a fine of 5s and costs, or go
to jail for a week.
Prisoner - Thank you your Worship. You are very
good.

Saturday 29th May, 1869
THE BLIND PHRENOLOGIST AGAIN
John Mc Callan, the ‘blind phrenologist’ was charged
by Sub-Constable John Coyle with having been drunk
and disorderly in Donegall Street. The policeman
stated that the prisoner, who had a large stick in his
hand, deliberately struck a horse on the head which
was passing up the street. When taken into custody
he made use of obscene language. The prisoner, in
defence, said that on the previous day he saw his
brother for the first time in twelve years.
Mr. Seeds - How could a blind man see his brother?
(Laughter in Court)
Prisoner - Well, I was speaking to him. I do not want
to go to jail again, for I am not able to stand the
confinement.

Once again John Mc Callan, the ‘blind phrenologist’ was charged’with having
been drunk and disorderly in Donegall Street – and–assaulting a horse!

Mr. Orme - Any man like you, who has spent so much
time in jail, is a purchaser with notice.
Prisoner - If you let me off this time I will leave the
town.
Mr. Kennedy (Clerk of Court) - He has made the same
statement on several occasions.
The prisoner was fined 10s and costs, or, in default,
fourteen days in jail.

Thursday 3rd June, 1869
LOWRY SPENCE AGAIN
Lowry Spence, a notorious offender, who assumes
the garb of a Roman Catholic clergyman, was charged
by Sub-Constable McKinless with having been
disorderly in Cromac Street.
Mr. Orme - Is this Mr. Spence again? What is the
charge against him?
Sub-Constable McKinless said that about half past
six o’clock on the previous evening the prisoner was
in Cromac Street acting in a disorderly manner. He
had a crowd of about 300 people about him, and the
street was blocked up. He went from one house to
another, and the crowd followed after cheering him.
Mr. Orme - He was the centre of attraction?
Policeman - He had a piece of paper and a pencil in
his hand, and was taking notes.
(Laughter in Court)
He also had a stick in his hand and used it in a
threatening manner. He also waved his hat over his
head. He had the appearance of having got drink.
Head Constable Porter said that whether Spence was
drunk or sober he was a great annoyance on the street.
Mr. Orme said it would be the only way to get rid of
him by putting him under a rule of bail, and locking
him up for six months.
Mr. Seeds - It would be a charity to lock him up for
twelve months.

Mr. Orme (to the prisoner) - You left the town some
time ago. What on earth brought you back again?
You are a terrible man.
Prisoner - Your Worship, I have always been punished
for any offence I have committed, and I think you are
not going to punish me a second time for the same
offence. I am harmless and would offend no person.
The boys on the street always follow me. I just got
out of jail on Sunday. I intended going back to
Scotland, but I had not enough money to take me
away. When I first came to Belfast, two years ago, I
scattered my money, which I got from America,
among the boys on the street, and they have followed
after me since then. When I got out of jail Mr. Porter
was kind enough to allow me two policemen to
protect me on the way to a respectable lodging house
in Cromac Street.

Mr. Seeds - Do you want Mr. Porter to give you a
character?
Prisoner - Mr. Porter, will you be kind enough to
inform the magistrates of the respectable lodging
house the police were taking me to?
Head Constable Porter - Oh, you are a regular
nuisance.
Prisoner - A nuisance! What do you mean sir?
(Laughter in Court)
Head Constable Porter - When you are out of jail the
streets which you frequent are like a fair.
Prisoner - Will your Worship allow me to give you a
question?
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Orme - No; we want none of your questions.
Prisoner - When Elisha, the prophet, was going up to
Gilgall Mr. Orme - You are fined 10s and costs, or in default
you are to be imprisoned for fourteen days.

North Belfast - A Scattered History
The prisoner was removed while continuing the
history of Elisha going up to Gilgall.
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John Street which is now part of
Royal Avenue

Saturday 25th September, 1869
MORDECAI FORSYTHE IN TROUBLE
Andrew Mordecai Forsythe, described as a teacher,
was brought up in custody of Sub-Constable Loy,
charged with having assaulted a little boy in John
Street.
Mr. Coulter - This is a most extraordinary character.
Mr. Coates - Aye, he is a clever creature.
Mr. Seeds - Are you defending him?
Mr. Coates - No.
Mrs Seeds - Forsythe, it appears that Mr. Coates has
deserted you.
Prisoner - That’s very unkind of him indeed.
(Laughter in Court)
Constable Loy stated that the prisoner was acting in
a disorderly manner in John Street. I observed him
kick a little boy violently in the leg.
Mr. Coates - Were the little boys tormenting him?
Policeman - I do not know.
Mr. Orme - I suppose wherever he goes when drunk
he makes himself so ridiculous he is followed by a
host of people, and becomes the centre of attraction
to all the little urchins on the street.
Prisoner - Aye, you your Worship, knowing my little
fault they torment me.
Policeman - I did not see the boys torment him.
Prisoner - A guilty conscience made him scamp. Oh,
your Worship, look leniently on my case for this time
I have been laid up with an affection of the lungs,
and I had to apply a blister on my chest, and in
consequence I lost all my tuitions.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Orme - If we send you to jail the doctor of that
establishment will, I am sure, render you every
assistance necessary.
Prisoner - Oh, but if your Worship would let me off
this time I would be able to resume my professional
duties. My chest is at present in a state of rawness,
owing to my unskillfulness in taking of the fly blister.
I’m not in a state at present, owing to the weakness
of my head, to address your Worship in a sufficiently
persuasive manner.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Orme - You are always talking to us in a
persuasive manner.
Prisoner - A kind friend in Plymouth sent me this
morning a letter containing two shillings in postage
stamps, which Mr. Kennedy, the gentleman who so
ably acts as a register of this court, very kindly
exchanged into the current coin of the realm, and that
sum I am willing to forfeit for the offence to which
the constable has deposed. I may remark that I have
not a word to say against that functionary. The little
boys annoyed me very much, as they always do, and
that perhaps is the cause of my present unhappy
situation. If I regain my liberty now, I will soon be
able to resume my tuitions, and let me not appeal in
vain.
(Laughter in Court)

Mr. Coulter - If your Worships send him to jail his
Hebrew pupils through town will suffer a great loss
during his incarceration.
(Laughter in Court)
Prisoner (to Mr. Coulter) - Thank your Worship for
the remark.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Seeds - Coulter, he’s determined to put you on
the bench.
(Laughter in Court)
Head Constable Lamb stated that the prisoner was
very troublesome.
Mr. Orme - Oh, indeed, he is a very old offender, and
well known to you all.
Prisoner - I hope your Worships will kindly
sympathise with me in this case. Since family
affliction befell me, my head is liable at times to go
astray, and is the cause of my appearing so frequently
before your Worships. In my normal conditions I
don’t often trouble you.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Orme - Oh, you are always wanting sympathy.
Prisoner (holding out the 2s piece) - Perhaps your
Worship would graciously condescend to accept a
small fine, and give me my liberty. I would feel
exceedingly obliged to you if you would, as it is well
known I am a harmless, and would not hurt anybody.
Mr. Orme - But the policemen swears you did on this
occasion.
Prisoner - But he did not see the beginning of it.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Orme - I’ll see what my brother magistrates say.
Prisoner - This officer will tell you I was very quiet.
Mr. Keegan - You kicked the boy anyway.

Prisoner - Oh, no sir, what Mr. Coates says is just to
the point. It must be so.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Coates - Poor Mordecai is a harmless creature.
Prisoner - I am not a violent person. I am of a quiet
melancholy mood and studious habits.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Seeds - And pugnacious propensities.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Orme - Unfortunately, whether quiet or
melancholy, you are one of those characters that give
a great deal of trouble to this court.
Prisoner - Ah, your Worship, kindly overlook my fault
this time, and give me my liberty, as I am just going
to start for New Zealand. My health is in rather a
critical condition.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Seeds - I thought you were going to New Zealand
before?
(Laughter in Court)
Prisoner - Ah, sir, I can get my living by teaching,
and if you send me to jail my professional prospects
will be seriously interfered with.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Seeds - If he would go to Hudson’s Bay and take
Mr. Coates with him.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Coates - Well Mr. Hamill, what do you say?
Mr. Hamill - He has made a great appeal to your
sympathy.
Mr. Orme - He is very good at that.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. Orme (to the prisoner) - You are fined 10s and
costs, or, in default, fourteen days in jail.
Prisoner - Bad enough. I have only 2s.
(Laughter in Court)
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Murder in Shandon Street
handon Street was a small thoroughfare off the
New Lodge Road in North Belfast. At the time
the area was very much a working class one
and the problems associated with such a district were
rife. In April, 1910, this small street was to witnesses
a horrific murder when a man, quite literally, beat his
wife to death.
On the 22nd of July, 1910, William Henry Kelly
appeared in the dock of the County Antrim
Courthouse charged with the wilful murder of his
wife, Isabella Kelly, on the 23rd of April, 1910. He
appeared before the Right Hon Mr Justice Wright with
Messrs John Gordon and George Hill Smith appearing
for the prosecution and Messrs Henry Hanna and
Thomas Campbell for the defence.

S

EVIDENCE
Samuel Condit, nephew of the prisoner, was the first
witness called. He stated that at 10.30pm on the
night of the 22nd of April he was in Mackie Street.
He saw Isabella Kelly lying against the wall drunk so
he and his cousin took her down the street towards
Shandon Street.
She fell on her hands and knees in Mackie Street,
and also in Edlingham Street and at ‘Rea’s Steps’
outside a shop she fell on her right side. They brought
her into the kitchen of 11 Shandon Street where she
sat down on a chair and sent me for a glass of rum.
When I returned she was standing outside and after I
gave her the rum she went into the scullery. Coming
back from the scullery into the kitchen she asked for
some bread to eat and my cousin, Thomas Patterson,
gave her some beef. She ate it and then lay down on
the sofa.
We were waiting on William Kelly coming home but
when he did not come we went away leaving our aunt
sleeping on the sofa. There was no appearance of
blood on her. Thomas Patterson was then called and
he gave evidence similar to above. He gave the time
of leaving the house at 11.45. pm.
SCREAMED
Emily Hayes, 13 Shandon Street, said the prisoner
and his wife came to live in No. 11 at Easter. At around
11.30 pm on the night of the 22nd of April I heard
the noise of a row in their house. A man cursed and
swore, and a woman screamed and moaned. A short
time afterwards I went for a constable and he came
with me to the door. Everything was then quiet. The
constable remained for around a quarter of an hour
and then departed. At around three o’clock the next
morning I was awakened by a man crying. I looked
out my window and saw Kelly leaving his house and
going towards the New Lodge Road. I also heard
females crying and these were his daughters. I
shouted down “What is wrong?” and”one of them said
that their mother was dead. I came down and went
LEFT - No. 11 Shandon Street and (inset)
William Henry Kelly

into the house and saw the woman lying on the sofa
with wounds on her head and blood lying on the floor.
Constable Murphy was the next witness called. He
told the court that he went to the prisoner’s house at
the request of Mrs Hayes. He stated that he had
returned at 12.15 a.m. and again after 1.00 am and
that all was quiet on both occasions.
James Hoey, 9 Shandon Street, told the court that
when asleep he was awakened by the noise of
quarrelling and the overturning of furniture. He stated
that he heard and man’s voice and the woman
screaming “You are choking me.” Before that he said
that he had heard the sound of repeated blows.
William Hoey, brother to above, then gave evidence.
He told the court that on the night of the 22nd of
April he had heard the noise of a quarrel next door.
There was a scuffle as if a bundle of sticks had fallen.

This was followed by dull thuds as if someone was
being beaten on the back.
A man’s voice used filthy language, and a woman
pleaded “Don’t beat me anymore,” and”“You are
choking me.” After that someone, who appeared to
be a man, left the house. On waking from a sleep he
heard sobbing and the noise of people walking
outside.
STUPIDLY DRUNK
Isabella Kelly, daughter of the prisoner, was then
called to give evidence. She stated that between nine
and ten o’clock on the night of the 22nd of April her
father came to the house where she lived, and said
her mother was not at home. There was no fire and
no supper ready for him. He then went to my
brother’s. He was under the influence of drink. The
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each cut on the head and the woman’s ribs were
comparatively easily broken, but they had the usual
strength for a woman of her age. She must have died
within half an hour of the rupture of the liver.

next morning he came and told me and my sister
that our mother was dead. He was then stupidly
drunk. He said that mother had fainted and that he
had bathed her face and hands, but it did her no good,
for his poor ‘Bell’ was dead. My father then began to
shout. He seemed to be shouting with grief. He said
that his wife ‘did not do it herself.’
BLOOD MARKS
Constable O’Sullivan was then called into the witness
box. He stated that on the morning of the tragedy a
daughter of the accused told him to come to 11
Shandon Street and see if her mother was dead. The
prisoner, who was with her, said “She has taken a
weak turn. The doctor attended her for a weak heart.
She must have died in one of these turns.” At the
time the prisoner appeared to have taken drink, but
he spoke these words clearly. Proceeding to the house
the constable saw Mrs Kelly lying on a couch. Her
head rested on a clean white pillow, and her face was
clean.
She had wounds on the head and the hair was matted
with blood. There was also a clean cut on the chin.
In the house there was a large splash of blood between
the kitchen and the scullery. There was also blood
beside the sofa and the mangle as well as in the hall.
There was blood on a linen cloth which had been
used for washing. On the prisoner’s coat and vest
and fingers blood marks were seen. A chair was
smashed and the legs and body of it were in the
kitchen and parlour.
SUICIDE
Sergeant Glynn was then called to give evidence. He
told the court that at 4.30 am on the morning of the
23rd he visited the house, 11 Shandon Street, and saw
the deceased woman in the condition described by

the constable. He found a piece of a sock saturated
with soap, water and blood. There were blood marks
on the prisoner. The sergeant then cautioned Kelly
who made the following statement:- “She is not a
Catholic. We are married thirty-two years. I loved
my Bell. I will commit suicide in twenty-four hours.
I cannot have compassion on a person that drinks.
Somebody must have done that on Bell, for she never
done that on herself.”

QUICK TEMPERED
Witnesses were then called to give evidence on behalf
of the accused and the first of these was John Craig
who described the movements of the prisoner on the
night of the fatal event. Next to take the stand was
Norah McLean of 66 Mackie Street. She told the
court that Mrs. Kelly came to her house on the evening
of the 22nd of April. She was very drunk, and
requested a cup of tea. She fell asleep, however,
before tea was ready. She went away about eight
o’clock and was stupidly drunk. Another son of the
prisoner was then called to give evidence. James
Kelly, who was in the Royal Navy, and held good
conduct stripes, told the court that he very often saw
signs of drink on his mother. As his father was quicktempered a sudden row arose. Otherwise they were
quite friendly and affectionate.
His Lordship - Did you ever see your mother assault
your father?
Witness - Yes, when drunk.
In reply to further questions the witness said that his
mother was ten times worse than his father. The latter
only drank occasionally.
The couple’s two daughters were than called and one
of them, Alice, stated than when there was no drink
taken her father and mother lived most affectionately.

William Kelly, the son of the prisoner, was then called
to give evidence to the court. He said that he saw his
father sober in the afternoon but that he had taken
some drink in the evening. He told the court that
when both his parents drank they quarrelled. His
mother had destroyed seven jobs arranged for her by
his father through her drinking.

MANSLAUGHTER
Mr Hanna (defence) at this stage of the proceedings
stated that they were willing to accept a verdict of
manslaughter.
His Lordship - What does Mr Gordon say?
Mr Gordon (prosecution) told the court that he had
seldom more difficulty, and that the Crown did not
want to act except with leniency. They thought it
was a very border-line case. He had listened to the
evidence and he thought that on behalf of the Crown
he could accept the plea ordered. In doing so he did
not wish his Lordship to overlook the nature of the
evidence and the serious character of the charge. He
only consented to the charge because of the evidence
given as to the general affectionate terms on which
husband and wife lived, and, although both were
undoubtedly under the influence of drink that night,
the man always at all events had great affection for
his wife. However, counsel did not think he could
reasonably believe the crime was a premeditated act
in the sense that he intended to murder his wife. He
therefore accepted the plea of manslaughter.

MULTIPLE INJURIES
Professor Symmers was called to the bench to give
medical evidence. He described the injuries which
he found at the post mortem examination. He said,
that in his opinion, death was due to bleeding and
shock from multiple injuries, particularly to injury to
the liver. This injury could not have been caused by
an ordinary fall. Considerable violence was required
to cause it. A strong blow with a chair would account
for the bursting of the liver. The hair was driven into

ESCAPED
The jury soon after returned a verdict of manslaughter
and His Lordship then addressed the court on the
serious nature of the case. He stated that he would
like time to think the whole case over and ordered
the prisoner to be remanded. The prisoner appeared
in the dock to receive his sentence on the 26th of July,
1910. As the charge was dropped to manslaughter
Kelly had escaped the hangman’s rope, however, the
judge sentenced him to twelve years penal servitude.

QUARRELLED
Head Constable Hughes was also examined as to the
conditions of the house on the morning of the tragedy
and the finding of blood marks on the floor and
furniture. He told the court that the prisoner was under
the influence of drink. On being arrested he made
the statements expressing fondness for his wife, and
to the effect that he would do away with himself.
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Memories of the Barrack Wall
t is sad to see that over the years almost all of the old working
class communities are now gone. In the north of the city
these range from Sailortown through to the Half Bap, two
once vibrant communities of which very little remains today.
Other areas are gone but have been redeveloped with houses
but as most people will agree they are just not the same as what
they were. One area that has been redeveloped with houses quite
recently is the section of North Queen Street between the
Westlink and what was once Artillery Flats. The last remaining
old houses here were pulled down two years ago and tenants
have now moved into the new houses erected on their site.

I

VICTORIA BARRACKS
A section of this small community was known as the Barrack
Wall and the reason it was called this was because that is exactly
what it was - the wall of Victoria Barracks. Now on this section
of the street there were two groups who hung out at the corners.
One was at the corner of Little George’s Street and the other
was at the wall of the barrack so when we here someone refer to
themselves as a Barrack Wall man then that meant that this was
their local hangout.
CARLISLE ESTATE
Of course today we have the Barrack area which was the housing
estate built inside Victoria Barracks. My family came from
Moffat Street and my da secured a job in the recently built
Artillery Flats as a caretaker so we moved into there. Once
Churchill Flats was complete we were moved to the caretakers
flat there and our family have been here ever since. Although I
was only a child, I can remember a section of the old Victoria
Barracks with the army still in it. This was pulled down in the
late 60’s and the present Carlisle Estate was built there.
THE PEELERS
Back to North Queen Street and the aforementioned barrack wall.
This wall actually remained right up until the Westlink Motorway
was built and a section of it still remains as the front of North
Queen Street Peeler Barrack (why can’t we just call them Peeler’s
instead of all this RUC/PSNI stuff!) and here was a small vibrant

community in itself. Coming along North Queen Street from
Carrick Hill we had the ‘Oldies’ which was Clifton House. This
was an old people’s home up until a few years ago and today it
a housing fold. Next to this we had the row of Georgian houses
two of which were small shops. To put it simply these houses
should never have been pulled down but the peeler’s wanted
more space and so down they came. Today a new row of houses
have been built here and although they’were meant to resemble
the originals, take it from me they look nothing like them. Then
we had the peeler barrack itself. This was built in 1971 on part
of the Victoria Barracks site and replaced the Glenravel Street
Barracks which stood directly behind it.
THE PAINTY
The entrance of the barrack was beside this and this became the
main entrance to the estate right up until the motorway was forced
upon us. Next to the wall going towards the New Lodge there
were three massive houses. I can’t remember who lived in the
other two but I remember two brothers called Duffy lived in the
middle one. Up the side of these houses and directly behind
them was the British Paint Store or the ‘Painty’ as it was known.
I remember this getting blew up and it seemed to have burned
forever. I also remember soon after half the district out painting
their doors and windows with a drop of paint they conveniently
found under the stairs! Collin’s fruit place was next to this and
although in its day it was a main trader in this business I can
only remember the shop which, although specialising in fruit
and veg, was more of a mini supermarket. Every time I went in
to it there only appeared to have been one person which was
Phyllis Collins but I’m sure there was help that I just don’t
remember. A few doors up there was a small shop which doubled
up as a newsagent and hairdressers and which was owned by
Jimmy Loughran. A few doors away was another hairdresser,
The Diamond, and another few doors was another newsagents
which was owned by Maggie Dougherty.
CHIPPIES
On the same row was one of the best chippies I have known in
my life and believe me in my chip eating days if I did not try

them all then I tried most of them. The official name of this
chippy was The Favourite but it was known locally as ‘Polios’
and I know I have spelt that wrong. Their food was delicious
and was rivalled by only one other chippy which I will get to
soon. We also had the bookies here which was later taken over
by Eastwoods. Behind this row was The Victoria Club’which
was simply known as the ‘Sticky Club’ the reason I don’t think
I need explain. This club was in existence until recent years
and simply fell into disrepair. The area around this was known
as ‘The Piggy’ although the reason for this is a totally mystery
to me. I have been told that it had something to do with pig iron
which would make a bit of sense because I know that pigs were
never kept there. It was in here that one of our bonfire rivals had
their patch and the advantage they had was that they had an
underground bunker where they threatened to put captured rivals
unless they squealed where tyres were hidden. It always worked!
McGURKS BAR
Crossing the street and directly facing the entrance to this site
was Henry Street and at its corner was the Gem Bar. Then we
had another row of houses here with two shops on it. The first
was run by the Caughay family and the other by two sisters
named Kelly. Kelly’s was where the lemonade was bought and
supplied the weekly fix of sarsaparilla. Behind these was the
small area know as the ‘Fenian Gut’ and which today it is the
Henry Street housing estate. It was at the end of this row that
the rival chippy was. It was called the Savoy and the only person
I remember working here was a woman named Patsy. It was
rumoured that the owner of this owned a pet sheep but today we
can only wonder if this was true or just another spoof. This
stood at the corner of Little George’s Street and on the other
side of this was another row of buildings where the Jehovah
Witnesses had a small hall. At the corner of this row with Great
George’s Street stood McGurks Bar where, on the 4th of
December 1971, fifteen people lost their lives in a no warning
Loyalist bomb attack.
Many people are going to have their own memories of this small
community but these are just mine of the area once know as
‘The Barrack Wall.
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Bad Beginning
I am making a return to the records of the old Victorian
courtroom but for a change I have decided to concentrate on
one area and look at some of the past New Lodgers who
appeared before the ‘Beak.’
November 8th 1880
James Spence was brought up in custody of Sub Constable
Rafter, charged with having been drunk and disorderly in York
Street on Saturday night, and also with making use of language
calculated to provoke a breach of the peace by cursing the Pope.
The prisoner was sent to jail for seven days.
November 11th 1880
John Boyle was put forward charged by Sub Constable
McKeown with having been disorderly in North Queen Street
on the previous night by interfering with the soldiers on guard
at the barrack gate.
Their Worships ordered the prisoner, who had been convicted
on 40 previous occasions, to be imprisoned for six months, in
default of finding bail.
November 26th 1880
A boy named Thomas Colligan was charged with disorderly
conduct on the previous evening. The evidence showed that the
prisoner was arrested at the New Lodge Road, and while the
police were taking him he endeavoured to incite the crowd to
rescue him. Stones were thrown and Sub Constable Knox was
struck. He was sent to prison for one month.
December 28th 1880
An old man named John Downey was put forward, charged by
Sub Constable Meighan with having disturbed the congregation
of St Patrick’s Roman Catholic Chapel. It appeared that the
prisoner went into the chapel and shouted at the top of his
voice, and shook a stick around his head.
As there was a previous conviction against the prisoner for a
similar offence, he was sent to jail for one month.
February 14th 1881
A boy of 13 years of age, named Arthur Calvert, was brought
up in custody of Acting Constable Jeremiah Dempsey, of the
detective force, charged with having stolen a clock, the property
of Messrs T Dixon & Sons, of Corporation Street.
The office of the firm was broken into on Friday night, and a
clock taken away and pawned in a pawn office in North Queen
Street. The drawer of the cashier’s office was cut with some
sharp instrument, as if an attempt had been made to open it.
The prisoner was given into custody by his father immediately
after it was known that the boy had pawned the clock.
The prisoner was sent to jail for 14 days, and afterwards to the
Malone Reformatory for four years.

March 12th 1881
Samuel Evans was put forward in custody of Sub Constable
Brett, charged with breaking a window in Silas Locke’s
pawnbroking establishment, North Queen Street, and with
stealing from the window a gold ear-ring, value 4s.
Mr Coulter prosecuted.
From the evidence it appeared that the prisoner was weary of
his liberty, and after being refused acceptance into the army,
intended stealing something so as to get sent to jail.
In reply to the bench, the prisoner said he was dissatisfied with
his liberty, and wanted to go to jail.
The prisoner was sent to jail for one month.
September 21st 1881
Arthur Kidd, a rough-looking individual, was put forward,
charged by Sub Constable Rafter with having been drunk and
disorderly the previous night in North Queen Street, and with
having assaulted complainant. From the evidence, it
appeared that the prisoner was disorderly in North Queen Street,
and was annoying the guard at the gate of the military barrack.
After being arrested, he became very violent, and assaulted
complainant by striking him across the mouth with his open
hand. He was obliged to take him into the Donegall Street
barrack, and get assistance to have him handcuffed.
The prisoner was sentenced to two months imprisonment with
hard labour.

The prisoner, John Downey,
went into St Patrick’s Roman
Catholic Chapel, shouted at the
top of his voice, and shook a
stick around his head
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October 24th 1881
A reckless-looking individual named Edward Austin was put
forward in custody of Sub Constable Haire, charged with
assaulting his wife the previous night in North Queen Street,
and also with assaulting the complainant and Sub Constable
Coleman after his arrest.
The accused was sentenced in all to four months imprisonment.
He had previously made the acquaintance of the dock.
October 11th 1881
A young woman, giving her name as Eliza Rea, was brought up
in custody of Constable Brophy, charged with having stolen an
umbrella and other articles, the property of a number of persons.
Eliza Young, of Burke Street, stated that on Thursday morning
last the prisoner came to her house, and, alleging that she was
the teacher of the children, was allowed to remain until evening.
When she went away a number of articles were missed, and on
Monday witness met her at the end of the street, and having
decoyed her into the house, sent for a policeman, by whom she
was arrested, and who recovered some of the articles.
The prisoner stated that she got the loan of the umbrella, and
was at the end of the street on the way to the witness’s house to
return it when she was met and arrested.
Anne McLester, of Lepper Street, stated that on Friday last the
prisoner came to her house about seven o’clock, and stated
that she had come off the Fleetwood boat, on which she alleged
she had been told by a cousin of the witness to come to her
house for a cup of tea. She said she was a girl named Donnegan,
but witness told her that she was not. She was allowed to remain,
however, until a quarter to twelve, and when she went away a
pair of boots and a vest were missing.
Mary Maginn, of Shannon Street, stated that on Monday the
prisoner went to her house, when two children were in it, and
took 8s. She had then on a pompadour polonnaise, and an
‘Ulster’ over her arm.
Their worships ordered the ‘Ulster’ to be removed, but the
polonnaise was not then on the prisoner, who was, however,
wearing other articles which confirmed the identification. Mrs
Young said the polonnaise was hers. She had lent it to the
prisoner, who wanted to get a pattern of it. (Laughter.) Jane
Lemmon, of Shannon Street, said she had 8s in her house for
rent – two half crowns, a florin, and a shilling. The prisoner
was in the house, and the money was afterwards missed.
Constable Brophy said the money found on the prisoner
corresponded with that described. The prisoner was then
returned for trial to the–quarter sessions.
November 9th 1881
James Tweedy, William Murphy, and Edwin James were brought
up on a charge of being drunk and disorderly in North Queen
Street at an early hour that morning. Sub Constable Elliott, who
had arrested the prisoners, stated that about three o’clock that
morning 30 or 40 young men were turned out of the military
barracks on North Queen Street.
There had been a ball at the barracks and those young men had
been quarrelling. After being turned out of the barrack square
Tweedy and Murphy continued to quarrel on the street, and
James, on being requested to go home, commenced to “boch”
(offensive slang) the police.
Tweedy, against whom there had been a previous conviction,
was fined 10s and costs, and the other prisoners were each fined
5s and costs.
March 13th 1882
Two lads named McGinn and Black were put forward in custody
of Sub Constable McLean, charged with having assaulted a
young man unknown in a lane off Frederick Street on Saturday
night about half past eleven o’clock. A young woman named
Mary Carr deposed to having seen the prisoners with their hands
at the young man’s throat and heard them asking him to fight.
Black was discharged and McGinn fined 40s and costs.
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Murder of the innocents

O

ver the past few months certain
political individuals have been trying
to have a derelict building on the
Ballygomartin Road transformed into a listed
building. Most people would think that this is
no big deal but the eventual aim is to have the
property converted into a shrine to the memory
of the notorious District Inspector Nixon. As a
reminder Nixon was the man who was second
in command of the Cromwell Club which was
a secret murder reprisal squad of the Royal Irish
Constabulary. Responsible for many attacks
ranging from the Arnon Street Massacre to the
Halfpenny Murders their most infamous was the
horrific slaughter of the McMahon family just
off the Antrim Road in North Belfast.
HATRED
After partition and the formation of the R.U.C.
Nixon was kicked out of the police service
because of his murderous reputation. He entered
politics and, after being first elected on to the
Belfast City Corporation (Council), was elected
M.P. for the Woodvale area of West Belfast. It
is sad to note that Nixon’s electoral success was
based on his hatred of the Nationalist
community and his murderous onslaughts
against it.
Those behind the scheme to have this house
listed will state that Nixon is innocent of these
murders because of the fact that he was never
convicted. This being the case, Lenny Murphy,
leader of the notorious Shankill Butchers, was
never convicted with any of the murders he was
involved in so will we soon see a campaign to
have his house listed as one of the Shankill’s
most famous sons?

EXECUTED
At the time of partition the Nixon case was even
part of the dialogue between the Southern
Government and the Northern Government.
There were orders to have Nixon executed but
the fine details worked out that this was never
to happen within the new northern state. The
new Irish Government made it clear that the
moment he set foot out of the boundaries then
the order would be carried through. The Irish
Intelligence Service of the time kept a detailed
file on Nixon and this is now a public record.
KILLER
However the Irish Government were not the
only people who were aware that Nixon was a
killer. The British Government wanted him
removed but unfortunately their records relating
to him remain closed even though the required
timeline has now passed.
The new northern government was also aware
and on the 6th of May, 1941 during a heated
exchange in the Stormount Parliament between
Nixon and Lord Glentoran, Lord Glentoran
shouted across the chamber to Nixon “You will
not murder me” to which Nixon replied “You
wouldn’t be worth murdering.” Interesting
quotes to and from a man who is totally
innocent.

ABOVE - Belfast map of 1920 showing Weaver Street A Catholic island in a Protestant sea.
TOP Bomb attacks on children playing were a common
occurrence. This picture was taken after one such attack
in Ardoyne’s Herbert Street. The blast mark can be seen
on the road.

McMAHON BOOK
I republished my book on the McMahon
murders to allow everyone to learn about the
activities of the Nixon murder squad and
although the main content will be on the
activities of this murder squad the publication
will also deal with the terrible troubles which
took place at the same time in Belfast. Over
the next few weeks I will be looking at some of

the atrocities which took place at this turbulent
period, carried out by both Catholics and
Protestants. These attacks ranged from bullets
and bombs right through to horrific beatings and
victims burned to death. Bombs were used by
both sides and as Catholics were mainly behind
attacks of tram cars Protestants quite often
hurled bombs into streets where children played.
CHILDREN BOMBED
Weaver Street was a small Catholic street in the
centre of an exclusively Protestant area. It
connected North Derby Street to Milewater
Street where a year previously, in a similar
attack, a large number of children were injured
by a bomb attack which was deliberately thrown
among them. On the 13th of february, 1922 a
number of children were playing in Weaver
Street when a Protestant bomber came to the
corner of North Derby Street and hurled a bomb
towards the children. The device exploded with
two young girls, Mary Johnstone (aged 13) and
Catherine Kennedy (aged 14), being killed
almost instantly and over twenty others badly
injured with a number of these dying at later
dates. This was just one of a number of such
attacks where children became deliberate targets
of evil bombers. Although never directly
attacking children Catholic bombers were never
to know who was on board tram cars and who
was behind the windows of houses they attacked
with deadly Mills Bombs. One such case
occurred in Millfield when Catholic bombers
hurled a device through a window killing two
young Protestant children. Catholics were also
responsible for horrific murder attacks with one
example being a revolver being put into the
mouth of a 79 year old blind Protestant and quite
literally blowing his head off.
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Protestant workers lined
up and gunned down

T

he troubles of the early 1920’s in
Belfast were bloody, senseless and
totally unpredictable. For a while
things would generally be quiet and then
suddenly erupt with a large number of
people killed. One example was in April
1922 when everything settled down for
almost a whole month and then suddenly
the killings suddenly began. On the 19th,
in the New Lodge area, there was an
outbreak of sniping just before eight o’clock
and Mary Donaldson, 220 Spamount Street,
was shot dead at her own door by a military
sniper.
The shooting spread in this almost
exclusively Protestant area, and in a short
time the reports of rifles and revolvers could
be heard in many of the streets between the
New Lodge Road and Duncairn Gardens.
Walter McAllister a youth who resided in
Ruth Street, received a gunshot wound in
the chest while he was on the Antrim Road.
Evidently the shot had been fired up the
New Lodge Road, and at the same time
James Feeney (15), New Lodge Road, was
wounded in the shoulder.
It was the same day that one of the most
horrific attacks occurred when Catholic
gunmen entered a cooperage in Little
Patrick Street, lined up the Protestant
workers, and gunned them down. Needless
to say the killings sent shock waves
throughout the city and the following was
how it was described by the Unionist
Northern Whig newspaper the following
day:AN APPALLING CRIME
One of the most appalling crimes that have
disgraced the city was carried out in
Belfast yesterday afternoon, when four
Protestant men were taken from their
work, placed against a wall and shot by
Sinn Fein gunmen. One was killed
instantly, two died in hospital, and the
other late last night.
The outrage occurred at 3.00pm, when
eight or nine armed men entered the
cooperage of William Garrett, Little
Patrick Street, and ordered five men who
were employed there to stand against the
wall. The command was obeyed,
whereupon the gunmen asked the religion
of the men and then shot while the fifth,
who was a Roman Catholic, was allowed
to leave. After completing their butcher’s
work the bloodthirsty ruffians made off
and subsequent efforts on the part of the
police to trace them proved unsuccessful.

The dead men are;
Thomas Boyd (23), Louisa Street;
John Murphy (40), Northumberland
Street;
William Patterson (39), Frazer Street;
Thomas Maxwell (30), Durham Street,
When people resident in the vicinity,
hearing the shooting, came on the scene
one of the poor fellows named Boyd, was
lying dead. The others, named respectively
Murphy, Patterson and Maxwell, were so
grievously wounded that there seemed
little hope of their surviving to reach the
hospital, to which they were promptly
conveyed. Patterson, indeed, died shortly
after admission, and Maxwell succumbed
late last night.
Belfast map of 1920 showing Little
Patrick Street

Accustomed as people, unfortunately now
are in Belfast to acts of callous
bloodthirstiness, the news of this fiendish
atrocity caused a tremendous sensation,
and much excitement prevailed in the
industrial districts generally during the
evening.
The portion of the York Street area which
includes Great and Little Patrick Streets,
and which contain a stronghold of Sinn
Fein, was the scene of a considerable
amount of shooting during the afternoon.
The military and police, who raided the
district after the tragedy, were fired upon,
and were forced to return fire. For a time
it was very dangerous for pedestrians to
pass along York Street, while anyone seen
in the side streets became a mark.
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Civil war in Belfast
n last weeks feature I covered the
atrocity which occurred in a Little
Patrick Street cooperage when a
number of Protestant workers were lined
up and shot dead. Although thought to have
been the work of members of the IRA it is
believed that the individuals involved were
not acting under orders. When news of the
shooting spread it was stated that it was an
act of retaliation for the Arnon Street
Massacre and McMahon Murders.
Government ministers claimed that the
McMahon Murders were revenge for the
shooting of policemen and in true Belfast
fashion every shooting and bombing was
carried out in retaliation of the one before
it.

I

The day after the cooperage attack (20th
May 1922) Protestant groups went on a
killing spree. Needless to say widespread
disturbances broke out all over the city and
ten Catholics were murdered in various
incidents. At 10am 25 year old John
Connolly, who lived at 7 New Lodge Road,
was at work at Corry’s Timber Merchants
in Henry Street when Protestant gunmen
entered. In a copy-cat fashion to the
cooperage attack they lined up all the
workforce and once Mr Connolly was
identified as a Catholic he was shot dead.
A short time later two Catholic teenagers,
Patrick McAuley and Thomas McGuigan
both from the Carrick Hill area were shot
dead in the Duncrue Street area. A short
distance away Arthur McMudrough from
Grosvenor Place was shot dead on the
Milewater Road.

River Lagan where he drowned. A nearby
patrol of the R.I.C. looked on and did
nothing to intervene.
Other attacks included the shooting in
Garfield Street of William Twaddell who
was the first M.P. to be killed in the
Northern conflict. Another horrific attack
was on a 63 year old Protestant who worked
in the City cemetery. James Telford was
stopped by Catholics outside the Broadway
Church and badly beaten before being shot
dead. Protestant gunmen burst into number
28 Old Lodge Road and shot dead and
injured Ann McIlory and her daughter. On
leaving they set fire to the house leaving
the two badly injured women to burn to
death. Two similar attacks occurred in
nearby Peter ’s Place when the’same
gunmen burst into the homes of Jane Doran
and John Jennings. Mr Jennings was a
Protestant mistaken for a Catholic and was
partly paralysed and blind after being
terribly injured during the First World War.
FROM TOP TO BOTTOM - R.I.C.
patrol at the junction of York Street and
Great Georges Street.
House in Nelson Street shortly after a
bomb was thrown through the front
window.
Catholic and Protestant mobs clash at
the junction of York Street and Donegall
Street
Military patrol on North Queen Street

At the same time snipers were extremely
active and four Catholics, Brigid Skillen (a
three year old child), Agnes Condit, Thomas
McShane and John Hicky were shot dead
by Protestant snipers in York Street alone.
In disturbances in the Albert Street area
Peter Prunty of Kildare Street was shot dead
by a Protestant sniper and in the east of the
city a horrific attack occurred when Hugh
McDonald of 5 Saul Street was dragged
from a tramcar by a Protestant mob and
beaten to death.
Above were just a few of the many incidents
which occurred the day after the cooperage
attack but in the days which followed these
the tit for tat killings continued on a massive
scale. Twenty Catholics were killed,
Eighteen Protestants and four B-Specials
before the close of the month. Another
horrific case was when Jack O’Hare from
the Short Strand area was stopped by a
Protestant mob on the Albert Bridge. He
was beaten and then thrown over into the

Military post at the junction of York
Street and Great Georges Street
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A widow and begger - aged 19

L

ike any graveyard the historic
Clifton Street Cemetery has a full
set of registry books listing most
of those buried within it. The reason I
choose the word most is due to the fact
that the registry books did not begin until
1831 and those buried before this time are
simply unknown. The books do list 11,238
people buried here and if we take an
average of 100 burials per year from when
the cemetery opened in 1796 to the keeping
of the records then there would be roughly
14,738 people buried in this small burying
ground.
As could be expected, there are many
interesting and odd entries recorded in
these books, and the following are just a
few:
Ann McGain who was buried on the 2nd
of March, 1831. She was buried in the poor
ground, and her age is recorded as 109, an
amazing feat in the 1830s, especially for a
pauper.
William Brown was buried on the 17th
of November, 1831. His death is
recorded in the normal way, but his
entry adds that, ‘his wife and children
are in slavery in America’. How William
Brown escaped from that life and
became a labourer in Belfast is, without
doubt, a story in itself.
Three-year-old William McKee was buried
from the poor-house on the 4th of January,
1832. He died while his mother and father
were locked in their cells at Armagh Gaol.
Another interesting point in the registry
books is the recording of the causes of
death. One such case is that of Andrew
Maguire who was buried on the 12th of
September, 1832. His cause of death is
recorded as ‘sore leg’. Others are recorded
as’‘sore arm’, ‘sore head’ and one is even
recorded as ‘the bite of a cat’. On the 12th
of August, 1833, the first recorded murder
victim was buried in the New Burying
Ground. He was a 24-year-old coach
helper who lived in Black’s Court of
Hercules Street (now Royal Avenue).
However this murder must have been of
no interest as none of the local newspapers
carried a report on the tragedy.
The same can be said of 17-year-old Jane
Gageby who was buried on the 20th of
August, 1833. She worked as a servant,
and lived in Mill Street. Her death is
recorded as ‘died from a gunshot wound
received 12 days ago’. How she got this
wound, whether through an accident or in
a more sinister way, appears to have been
overlooked by the press of the time.

Like any cemetery Clifton Street has a list of those buried in its registry books.
However, some of the entries are not what we would expect.

A burial which took place on the 12th of
January 1837 was a death which, without
doubt, occurred in sinister circumstances.
A man named John Dalton who was a 69
year old tailor in the poor house. His death
is recorded as ‘harsh treatment in the
House of Correction’, this being the
Belfast jail before the prison was built on
the Crumlin Road.
On the 14th of February, 1837, the first
‘unknowns’ were buried in the Poor
Ground. On the above date two unknown
children were found dead on a Belfast
street.
The amount of unknown people buried
after this date was rising at an alarming
rate, reaching its peak during the cholera
and fever epidemics when the bodies of
the victims were found in various parts of
Belfast. Soon after, children’s bodies were
often found at the graveyard gate, left there
by poor parents for burial.
On the 12th of April, 1837, Matilda
Moreton was buried. She is recorded as
being a widow and a beggar,aged nineteen.
Catherine Orr, aged 66, was buried on
the 8th of December, 1842. The registry
records her profession as ‘carried a
basket’.
Sarah McNally was buried on the 27th of
December, 1842, after being found
drowned, her profession is recorded as
‘prostitute’.

On the 22nd and 23rd of August, 1842, two
people who committed suicide were buried
in the poor ground of the graveyard. The
first was a Bangor school teacher named
John Huston. He died after taking
laudanum and died a short time later. The
second was 19-year-old Private Thompson
who killed himself in the Belfast Garrison.
The registry books list a large number of
others who committed suicide which
would seem extremely high but we must
remember that everyone who died in this
way were buried here as they could not be
buried in a church yard.
One of the most interesting entries
recorded in the registry is that of the 17th
of October, 1847, when 60-year-old Mary
Gumming was buried. She lived in May’s
Lane (North Queen Street) and her
profession is recorded as ‘mistress of a
house of ill fame’.
Without doubt, a look at these books will
interest any reader. In them they will find
sadness and humour and at times
frightening accounts of how people were
in fact buried; such as those buried during
the fever outbreaks of the 1830’s and
1840s, when four, five and sometimes up
to six people were buried in one coffin,
and of others who were buried with no
coffin at all.
Microfilm copies of these books are kept
in the Public Record Office at 66 Balmoral
Avenue, in case you want to have a look
for yourself.
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Loyalists strikes, Orange
parades and red noses...

O

ne North Belfast street which brings
back lots of memories for me is Clifton
Street and the reason is quite simple I was brought up basically next to it. A few
weeks ago I was in conversation with an old
friend from Unity Flats (today’s Carrick Hill)
and we were talking about the bakery which was
situated in the lower end of the street. My friend
stated that it was one of the O’Hara chain but I
was correct in my assumption that it was Floods.
This was a home bakery and the stuff they
produced was absolutely gorgeous. My main
memory of this shop was during the Loyalist
strike of 1974 when I was sent to queue outside
for what seemed like hours for a loaf of bread.
Now I was only a child then but for younger
readers the Loyalist strike was a time when all
the electric and gas was switched off and
services such as rubbish collection and food
supplies were brought to a standstill. My mum
would send me to Floods for the bread and then
I had to go along North Queen Street to a farmer
who brought in milk by churns and filled up the
bottles you brought along. Needless to say
because everyone was doing this the wait was
unbearable and quite often my mum would greet
me with the usual “what kept ye!”
Another quick memory on the said Loyalist
strike is the cooking arrangements. At the time
we lived in Churchill Flats and most of the block
had their cooking done at a brazier which stood
next to our flat (we lived on the ground floor).
The parents arranged cooking on the basis of
who done what best and the main meals always
seemed to be stew and vegetable soup with the
bread out of Floods - it was heaven. Us kids
had our roles to play as well and this was the
collection of the wood for burning. Because we
were next to the old peoples home at Clifton
House and the old burying ground behind it we
were instructed that no wood was to be taken
from the trees in these. So off we would go and
arrived back a short time later with branches
sawn from various trees. When asked where
we got them we informed our parents that they
were from the trees in the waste ground between
Unity Flats and the Shankill Estate. Now this
large open ground (now the site of the Westlink)
was where all the old Victorian houses were
situated and at this time there was a large barbed
wire fence to keep the two sides apart. Unknown
to our Ma’s and Da’s there was not a tree to be
seen for miles so now that my own parents have
passed away I can now grass everyone else up
and’state that the wood came from the old
people’s home and the graveyard!
Back to Flood’s bakery, and I know that I am
stretching the memory here but on the same
block there were two sweet shops and my uncle

Section of Clifton Street in the 1960’s.
The building to the right was the Benn
Hospital which stood at the junction of
Clifton Street and Glenravel Street.
Rabbie lived above one of them which was next
door to the chemist at the corner of Upper
Library Street. I never knew its name but it is
listed in the street directory as being the grocery
establishment of a G. Douglas. Next door was
the Pacific Hot Food Bar and in and around was
an estate agents, Arkle Taxis and the sweet shop
of Jimmy Creagh and if my memory does not
fail me there was a hardware shop about here
also. If we were to move up Clifton Street this
would have brought us to the junction of Trinity
Street and on the other side was the garage of
McCrum’s behind which was the large printing
business of Brough, Cox and Dunn. Next to the
garage was a row of four single story shops
which I remember as being very very old. One
of these was occupied by Abraham’s where we
went to get our school bags which in reality were
military shoulder bags because that is what this
shop was a - a military outfitters. Now in the
early days when the main entrance to Victoria
Barracks was nearby as well as soldiers homes
and recruitment centres I would have imagined
that a shop like this would have done well but
when all these went and the troubles broke out
I would think that the annual turnover would
not have been what it once was. Next door was
the hairdressers of Miss Quigley and next to her
a TV repair shop. At the junction of Stanhope
Street was a shop which sold cash registers and
on the opposite corner was another business
shop which sold calculators. There was a waste
ground next door to this where Clifton Street
Presbyterian Church once stood and which was
destroyed during the blitz. Next came Reid and

Wright (which is still there) and then another
waste ground. It was here that the old
recruitment centres and soldiers homes stood
but which were demolished to clear the way for
the Westlink. Then we come to one of the streets
most famous buildings - the Orange Hall. It is
from this building that the main 12th of July
parade kicks off each year under the shadow of
the life size King Billy on his horse which stands
on the roof of the building. One of my prized
photographs was taken on Red Nose Day some
years ago when some amazing climbers got on
to the roof and placed massive red noses on King
Billy and the horse. Who done it is offically a
mystery but I would say it was the same people
who used to sit on the Westlink wall (beyond
the reach of the Peelers) with their Celtic shirts
on on the 12th day. On the parades passing they
would suddenly shout “Billy” and the first
person who looked round would be waved at
with shouts of “Hello Uncle Billy!” Needless
to say the marching Orangeman who looked
round would not have been happy with a group
of New Lodge Fenians in Celtic shirts
proclaiming him to be their uncle.
Next door to the Orange Hall was the schools
of the Carlisle Church. These are now occupied
by the Indian Community Centre but the
massive structure of the church itself lies in a
state of ruin. However, modern companies
managed to find a use for the spire, which I
would state to be the highest in Belfast. Once
its bells rang to attract people to their religious
services but today it is nothing more than a mast
for mobile phones.
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Before we cross to the other side of the street
we pass Carlisle Circus. Everyone living in
North Belfast knows it but how many people
are aware that when Belfast became a city in
1888 it was planned that Carlisle Circus was to
become the official city centre. In its centre
once stood a statue of the Rev Hugh Hanna or
Roaring Hanna as he was better known. There
is no doubt that he was a Victorian Belfast
trouble maker and was responsible for causing
quite a few riots in his time. The statue is long
gone after it was blown up in 1971 but there are
actually plans to have it put back into place.
Hanna’s church was on the other side of Clifton
Street (St Enoch’s) and next to this stands a row
of shops which have been extensively
modernised and therefore the character
removed. Moving down the street the first shop
was occupied by McTernan’s chiropodist and
next door the newsagents of Ms Turkington
which was known to everyone as Milliken’s as
this was the name of the previous owner. I
remember when we went into this shop with its
large’wooden counters on each side for some
unknown reason the lady behind the counter
watched us like a hawk. Needless to say with
all the blind spots sweets could be slipped into
pockets but I wouldn’t know anything about
that. Ms Turkington also had another shop a
few doors down but this was later converted into
a mini garden centre where garden supplies and
flowers could be purchased. Next to the
newsagent was the post office and just like the
previous shop it also had two large wooden
counters on each side. At this time (mid 1970’s)
the sub-postmistress was a lady called Ms
Dickson. Next door was Molly Cochrane’s
draper store which’seemed to have been there
forever. I remember when I moved into my old
house in St James’s Street I found an invoice
for this shop dated 1949 which shows that it
was there from at least that year. If I remember
correctly this shop seemed to mainly sell baby
clothes and closed down just a few years ago.
Next was the hardware store of Mr Campbell
where you could get everything from a lightbulb
to a kettle. Mr Campbell seemed to mainly deal
in roller blinds for windows and, like the
previous shop, only closed in recent years. At
the end of the row was a small entrance which
led to St Enoch’s Schools which were directly
behind the shops and on the other side of the
entrance was the Clifton Street United
Presbyterian Church. This brings us to Henry
Place where the entrance to the historic burying
ground is situated. When this street was
constructed it was done so as the main entrance
to Victoria Barracks after a dispute with the
Belfast Charitable Society. The military wanted
the main entrance in Glenravel Street which ran
parallel with Henry Place but because the
Society ran a rest home for the elderly there and
the fact that there were also two hospitals
situated on it this plan was objected to. And so
the military were forced to construct their

entrance in Henry place where it remained until
the barracks were demolished in the late 1960’s.
On the other side of Henry Place was the old
RAF Club and next door to this a large derelict
house which was last occupied by nuns up until
the 1970’s. It was in this house that the famous
Belfast author Brian Moore was born. Moore’s
father was a doctor and in the early decades of
the last century these houses were indeed
occupied by prominent medical men. Next was
the Benn Hospital which stood at the junction
of Glenravel Street and which ceased operating
in the early 1970’s as the building was coming
down to clear the way for the Westlink. Situated
beside this on the street was the Skin Hospital
which was destroyed during the Luftwaffe blitz
in 1941. Next door to that was the Glenravel
Street Barracks which, during the partition of
Ireland, was known as the ‘Fenian Barrack’
because of the high number of Catholic R.I.C.
men who served there. It was actually a number
of serving policemen here who informed on the
activities of the infamous District Inspector
Nixon and his role in the McMahon Murders
and many others. Facing this was the Belfast
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Mercantile College which, like all the buildings
on this street, fell victim to the Westlink. This
school was actually started in a small room in a
house at the junction of North Queen Street and
Donegall Street and today is the Belfast High
School in Jordanstown. Next to the school and
the final leg on our look at Clifton Street was
the old people’s home or the ‘oldies’ as we called
it. The rear of this building was at the junction
of Glenravel Street and Clifton Street and to
settle the old argument - yes there was a
horse’trough at this corner up until about 1980.
And so that concludes my brief look at Clifton
Street and incase you think that I have forgot to
give details on the old people’s home I’m
keeping that for another time.

BELOW - Clifton Street in more grander
days
BOTTOM - The Mercantile College
which stood in Glenravel Street. This is
now the Belfast High School.
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A proclaimed Fenian, a notorious
woman and starving children
f anyone remembers the programme
‘The Irish RM’ then that would give
us a bit of an idea of what these courts
must have been like. Needless to say, as
shown in last week’s paper, there were
those who simply kept appearing before
the judge. Many were drunks and one eyecatching case was that which came up
before the local magistrate, Mr Orme, on
Monday the 25th October 1869.
Edward McKenna was charged by SubConstable John Thomas McGee with
having been drunk and disorderly in Ann
Street. On the way to the Police Office he
said he was a Fenian.
Mr. Orme - Do you think he is a Fenian?
Sub-Constable McGee - I do not know.
Mr. Orme - He is a queer looking fellow
certainly.
Mr. Seeds - Perhaps it would be well to
have him remanded for a week, in order
that the police may make inquiries about
him.
Prisoner - I am well known in town.
Mr. Orme - What business do you follow?
Prisoner - I am a pensioner, and I have 9d.
a day.
Mr. Orme - You are on a fair way of having
your pension taken from you. What
regiment were you in?
Prisoner - I was in the 34th. I was wounded
twice. I was shot through the foot at
Sevastopol.
Mr. Orme - What have you to say for
calling yourself a Fenian on the public
street?
Prisoner - Oh, I am nothing of the kind.
Mr. Kennedy (Clerk of Court) - I think
your Worship might deal with the case as
one of party expressions.
Mr. Orme - Then you don’t think there is
any necessity of making inquiries about
him.
Mr. Kennedy - I think not.
The prisoner was then fined 40s and costs;
or, in default, fourteen days in jail.

I

Another magnet to the courtroom in
Victorian Belfast was the one and only
Jane McCance. One of her many
appearances was just a few days later on
Friday the 29th October 1869 when she
came up before Mr. O’Donnell.
She was brought up in custody, charged
with disorderly conduct at the NewsLetter
Office, Donegall Street. The policeman
who had her in charge stated that a
gentleman connected with the NewsLetter
gave the prisoner in charge. It appeared
she went into the office and asked one of

As would be expected the vast majority of cases in the
Victorian Belfast courts were the poor and homeless
who were practically forced into a life of crime.
the clerks to see a reporter. A gentleman
was shown to her as such, when she seized
him and commenced to abuse him for
describing her in the newspapers police
reports as “the notorious Mrs. McCance!”
Mr. O’Donnell - What do you say of the
charge of being disorderly?
Prisoner (addressing Mr. Henderson of the
NewsLetter) - It is a thing you never
allowed any one to do to vilify me. I told
the young man I would not let him vilify
me, and he sent for a policeman.
Mr. O’Donnell - Is there any of the clerks
here from the office?
Policeman - No sir.
Mr. O’Donnell (to the prisoner) - You made
a promise here the other day and you were
discharged in the expectation that you
would not be found here again.
Prisoner - And I did not taste drink since.
My passage is paid to America, and I will
go away on Tuesday next.
Mr. Henderson - I know nothing of the
case, but I am sure none of my clerks has
anything to say against you. The
constable, no doubt, has brought you up
properly enough.
Prisoner - I was not drunk, and I went down
quietly.
Mr. O’Donnell - You were described in the
paper as “the notorious Mrs. McCance?”
Prisoner - Yes. I was, Mr. O’Donnell Well, Mrs. McCance, you are notorious for

being brought up repeatedly before this
Court. The charge is not for anything you
did in the office, but for being disorderly
in the public street.
Prisoner - The policeman has no charge
against me at all. It was the young man in
the office. If you send me down at all you
may as well give me plenty. I don’t care a
button if you send me for five years.
Mr. O’Donnell - You must pay a’fine of
10s and costs, or, go to jail for fourteen
days.
An interesting case followed Mrs
McCance’s. A young man named Thomas
Gallagher, residing at 16 George’s Street,
Ballymacarrett, was summoned for cruelty
to his two children. Inspector Gunn,
N.S.P.C.C., stated that in visiting the house
he found one of the children, who was
quite an infant, lying in a dying state on a
wisp of straw. It was emaciated the bones
protruding almost through the skin. There
were no beds in the house, and the rooms
were in a very filthy condition. The
defendant was sentenced to two months
imprisonment.

An interesting case indeed bearing in mind
that the kids today think they are deprived
if their trainers have not got a Nike tick on
the side of them!
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Military murder
oday not much remains of what was once the largest
military base in the north of Ireland. The old
gymnasium and a few sections of the surrounding
wall are all that is remain to remind us of Victoria Barracks.
This military camp stood on the south side of the New Lodge
district and the area where the complex stood remains known
to this day as ‘The Barrack.’

T

Numerous British army regiments served in this barrack
and it was not uncommon for the soldiers to fight among
themselves. There are countless reports concerning
disorderly conduct among the troops and the Belfast
newspapers of the last century inform us of various cases in
the Belfast Police Courts concerning soldiers fighting with
Belfast’s civilian population. As could be expected most of
this trouble occurred at weekends when the soldiers were
drinking. These disagreements were generally accepted as
part of army life. Most arguments concluded in a fight but
there are a number of cases when the conclusion was murder.
DEATH SENTENCE
There have been a number of murders and manslaughter’s
committed within Victoria Barracks and one of the most
sensational cases was covered some time ago in one of my
articles. This was the case where 18 year old Private Robert
Henry O’Neill was sentenced to death for the murder of
Corporal Robert Brown. Private O’ Neill was the first person
hanged within the new Belfast Prison on the Crumlin Road
and the most extraordinary fact in relation to the case was
that the young soldier was hanged by an executioner who
was serving a sentence in the jail for an assault. This was
an unbelievable state of affairs as this was the third time that
particular executioner was in Belfast Prison.
The case of Private O’ Neill was one of being ‘pushed too
far’’by his corporal. As previously stated a lot of the fighting
between the soldiers was when a lot of drink was taken.
Each year Christmas and New Year celebrations within the
barracks quite often ended in major confrontation between
different regiments and also between each other. In
December, 1885 the New Year celebrations ran smoothly and
the following was reported in the local press in January 22,
1886.
THE MILITARY BARRACKS
In the barracks, North Queen Street, where the Highland
Light Infantry Regiment are quartered, the new year was
ushered in with true Scottish honours. The men were allowed
every liberty consistent with discipline, and many of them
assembled in the square and barrack rooms to bid farewell
to the old and welcome the new year. At the first stroke of
midnight the band and pipers of the regiment struck up “Auld
Lang Syne,” the soldiers joining hands in the Caledonian
fashion, and singing the chorus. For a time the square was
a scene of general rejoicing and merriment. In the
gymnasium the sergeant had a dancing party, to which a
large number of guests were invited, and where dancing was
kept up with great spirit. Good cheer and goodwill were the
order of the day.
Not much remains of the old Victoria Barracks. One of
the remaining buildings is the old army gymnasium
(right) which today is the Recy.

BADLY BEATEN
This newspaper report gave an account of the ‘good cheer
and merriment’ which was had by all, but this was to change
when the new topical subject in relation to the barracks was
that of murder. On January 2, 1886 (two days after the
celebrations) Private Patrick Ahern was discovered lying in
the barrack square badly beaten. Three soldiers lifted and
carried him to the barrack hospital where he lay unconscious
until his death shortly afterwards. An inquiry was held by
the military and soon afterwards an inquest. At both it was
discovered that the soldier had been murdered and that those
who committed it were unknown. On Monday 11th January
the murdered man was buried with full military honours.
Those responsible for his murder were never discovered.
A few years previous to this a similar murder occurred and
again those who committed it remained unknown. The
following was reported in the local press on December 28th
1880:FATAL OCCURRENCE AT THE BARRACKS
The Christmas festivities at the military barracks have had
a melancholy termination. A number of the men had been
indulging rather freely, and the result was that several of
the privates quarrelled. One of the privates, named Bailey,
during the course of the row it is stated was struck on the
head with a large piece of coal, but the person who threw
the missile it seems cannot be identified, owing to the
confusion that prevailed at the time. The injured man was
at once removed to the military hospital where he died
yesterday. At an inquest held on the body last evening a
verdict was returned to the effect that the deceased was struck
on the head by some person or persons unknown with a piece
of coal, and that death was the result.
A few day later a full report appeared in the same newspaper
reporting the funeral of the unfortunate victim.
MILITARY FUNERAL.- Yesterday afternoon, the funeral
of a private of the 16th Regiment named Bailey took place.
The deceased, who was a native of Athlone, and who had
only been in the army for a short time, was injured by a
missile in the barracks on Christmas night, and died on
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Monday. It appears that a row was going on , and as he
was passing the place a lump of coal had struck him on the
head, inflicting a scalp wound of some severity. He was
immediately removed to the military hospital and the wound
attended to but the occurrence terminated fatally. The
circumstances in connection with the affair being so
peculiarly painful and having transpired through the
coroner’s inquest which was held, there was an immense
crowd in the neighbourhood of North Queen Street and
Clifton Street at the hour appointed for the funeral. Shortly
after two o’clock the hearse being preceded by the firing
party and the bands of regiment and followed by a
detachment of the 16th. The depots of the 83rd and 86th
Regiment also took part in the funeral. The officers in
charge were Captain Young and Lieutenant Lane 16th
Regiment; Captain Wickham, 83rd; and Captain Boulcoutt,
86th. The funeral marches were beautifully played by the
bands and the conduct of the great crowd that accompanied
the funeral was most orderly. The interment took place in
the Miltown Roman Catholic Cemetery.
BAD CHARACTER
The murderer of Private Bailey went undiscovered. This
was after an in-depth inquiry by the Military Police and it
seems strange that ‘disciplined soldiers’ could remain
undiscovered after committing a brutal murder within their
own barracks. At this time discipline within the barracks
appeared to be inadequate. On December 24, 1880 a soldier
of the 96th Regiment named James Garson was charged with
having been drunk and disorderly in Carlisle Circus. He
appeared before the Belfast Police Court. A lance sergeant,
who was in court, gave the prisoner a very bad character.
The soldier was then handed over to a military escort to face
a court-martial. The day after the murder of Private Bailey
a soldier of the 86th Regiment named John McAreavey was
charged with desertion.
The following day a private of the 60th Rifles named Thomas
Eager appeared before the courts charged with cursing the
queen and constitution. On both occasions the soldiers were
handed over to an escort to be dealt with by the military
authorities. Looking back through these records we can only
wonder if there was any connection with the death of Private
Bailey and the desertion of Private John McAreavey.
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The Famine - more like a forced
starvation than a scarcity of food

M

any of us are aware of the period
in Irish history which is known
as ‘The Famine’ and without
going into the detail we would all be aware
that millions suffered as a result of it
through starvation and forced exile. But the
fact of the matter is there was no famine as
such because the basic meaning of the word
is a scarcity of food. At the time, mid
1840’s, there was indeed a potato blight but
there was certainly no scarcity of food so
this leaves the question as to what was
happening to the available food?
Well the bottom line is that the period
known as ‘The Famine’ was a policy of
forced starvation as all the good food was
being shipped off to England. Now
unfortunately many of us are under the
impression that this was just something
which affected the southern counties of
Ireland but the facts are that Belfast both
suffered and was part off the food
exporting. There are countless cases of
greedy and unscrupulous Belfast merchants
shipping the food out for the higher prices
paid over seas leaving the local population
to simply starve. It was at the port of Belfast
that many food riots were fought such as at
the trading ship ‘The Rapid’ were desperate
people tried to get at the food only to be
fought back by police and a heavily armed
military backup.

six families living in small apartments, it
was only a matter of time before fever and
cholera arrived.
As mentioned above thousands were struck
down and one interesting quote from the
Belfast newspapers on the 9th of July, 1847,
described the scene in the Clifton Street
Burying Ground:
“In the course of the present week we saw
no fewer than twenty coffins, containing
the corpses of persons who had died of
fever in the various hospitals in town
during the proceeding twenty four hours
lying for interment in that portion of the
New Burying Ground appropriated for
that purpose; while cart loads would arrive
before the common grave was ready for
their reception: A sight so melancholy was
never before witnessed in Belfast.
These same historians would claim that no
one died of starvation in Belfast during this
time but once again if a closer look was
taken at the facts then we would see that
this was not the case. At this time bodies

were being found dead on the streets and
there cases of deaths listed as ‘unknown.’
For example on the 6th of June 1847 the
burial records of the Clifton Street Ground
listed that a body was picked up outside the
cemetery and interred and this was just one
of many. In the same books for the
following day it records that 8 corpses were
received from Barrack Street and every one
of them were listed as died of fever. But
we should never take these listings as
historical fact.
On the same day that the eight corpses were
listed a young child named May Sweeney
was buried by the Board of Health in the
poor ground. Its cause of death is listed as
‘fever.’ However if we look at the
newspapers for the same date they tell us
that a child named McSweeney, aged 2 or
3, died in its mother’s arms at May’s Bridge
for lack of nourishment. So not only did
they leave the Mc out of the child’s name
but they also seemed to have named it after
the bridge where it died but most
importantly they got the cause of death
wrong.

Out there there are many so called
historians who claim that the famine had
no real effect on the town of Belfast but the
facts speak for themselves. During this time
millions of people were displaced in their
search for food and work. Thousands came
to Belfast. It was on the 7th of April, 1846
that a remarkable event occurred in Belfast.
It was on that date that 33 year old Margaret
Owen, who lived at 34 Henry Street, was
buried in the poor ground of Clifton Street
Cemetery in North Belfast. Nothing
remarkable about that some would ask, after
all an average of one hundred people per
year were dying of fever in the town. What
made this one different was that it was the
first in a massive epidemic that was to
sweep through the Belfast streets leaving a
trail of thousands of deaths.
What was happening was that thousands of
paupers were arriving in the town and being
forced to live in slums by landlords who
had the same morals as their fellow
merchants. No running water, no sewerage
system, no basic hygiene and up to five or

Thousands of paupers arrived in Belfast and many were forced to live on the
streets where they died soon after
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End of an era
Personal Memories of St Patrick’s Primary School

T

he previous term was the last for the
children and teachers of St Patrick’s
Primary School on North Queen Street.
Now I am one who really hated school and adopt
the Pink Floyd theory that it’s all thought
control. This being the case I must confess that
I was saddened to see the old school close down
so obviously there must have been a bit of
affection hidden deep down in me somewhere.
In August 1955 a new school was opened on
the Antrim Road by Bishop Mageean called St
Patrick’s Secondary School or, as it was better
known, Bearnageeha (or as we called it ‘Barny.’) However, a few months previous to
this, in February, the Bishop opened another
new school on North Queen Street which was
called St Patrick’s Primary School which was
to serve the massive area from Sailortown, Half
Bap, Unity Flats and the New Lodge.It was
fifteen years later that I was to become one of
the schools many pupils. This began at the start
of term in 1970 and to this day I can actually
remember my first day and who my first teacher
actually was. I can remember screaming my
head off and what I even played with so it gives
you an idea of the sort of impression it left on
me. Although the school was later to have a
distinctive green uniform in those days there
was none. I don’t know why this was but I can
only assume that it might have been something
to do with the fact that most parents were skint.
Another major difference in my day was that
the school was in two halves. One for boys and
one for girls. I remember in the playground how
the teachers kept the boys and girls apart and in
their own sides, I often think how stupid this
was and was glad in later years to hear that the
boys and girls were mixed in although I think it
was more to do with falling numbers than any
up to date thinking.
My very early memories of the school were the
constant bomb scares. I remember countless
occasions when we were all taken out and and
brought up to the football pitch in the Barrack
area which was directly facing the school and
being counted. One bomb attack I do remember
was actually next door to the school when, in
December 1971, McGurk’s Bar was blown up
killing fifteen people. This happened on a
Saturday night but I can remember all the
children gathering at the site on their way along
North Queen Street. I was one of them and
although I can remember the actual bomb and
knew that there was people killed I can not
remember a single funeral. At a guess I assume
that all the children must have been kept well
away from the back playground, which was on
North Queen Street itself, when the funerals
were passing.
At my time in the school the headmaster was
Mr Johnston and the main teacher I had was Mr

McKee. For the last few years in the school my
classroom was one of the outside huts. Although
the school was built to accommodate 400 boys
and 400 girls for most of the 1970’s additional
huts had to be erected in the front and back
playgrounds to keep’up with demand. Our hut
was the one at the top of Lancaster Street and
in winter they were great. In the school building
the classrooms had high ceilings and massive
windows, but the huts - small windows, low
ceiling and electric radiators - what more could
you want. This being the case, if it was a sunny
day you were toasted.
I can remember almost everyone I was in this
class with and looking back I am delighted that
I was in with such a unique and diverse bunch.
Most of us were broke up going into secondary
school but fortunately all my friends with the
exception of one ended up in the same class
when we began in ‘Barny.’
Needless to say there are thousands of stories
centred around this classroom but the one I
remember the most was when one of the boys
came in with a massive bundle of money and
gave it to the teacher. ’“Here sir,” he said, “that
will do the monopoly game.” He had picked
up this wad of money in Lancaster Street and
handed it over to the teacher thinking that it was
toy money. The teacher handed it in to the Peeler
barrack on North Queen Street and the owner
was discovered but what the story was behind
it I still don’t know.
On the Lancaster Street side of the school were
many of the old run down Victorian houses
which were eventually demolished. In one of
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them I remember the Gallagher’s had an old
wood cutting concern where sticks were cut for
fire wood. I assume that is what it was but if
I’m wrong - sorry Philip! Behind the Gallager’s
concern was a waste paper or scrap yard or both.
At the’top of the street was the shop of Lizzie
Loughran. I remember we went there every day
and I can still remember every inch of the inside
of this shop as though I was in it yesterday.
Behind this was a caravan site for travellers and
on the Great George’s Street side was another
site. I think some of these children went to the
school at one time or another but none were in
our class. We would all like to live in an equal
world but they say that kids are the cruellest
and our relationships with these children was
far from perfect to say the least. However, our
relationship with the kids who went to St
Malachy’s Primary School at the bottom of the
New Lodge Road was no bundle of laughs
either.
On the Great George’s Street side of the school
was a scrap yard which was always filled with
old cars. Can you imagine what sort of a play
ground this was to us kids! Beside this was the
old Rocktown Bar and it was here that us kids
had our first taste of beer. A wooden crate of
bottles was accidentally left outside one day
when we were getting out of school. Needless
to say it somehow ended up in our hands. After
working out how to get the pressed caps off we
had our first sip of the hard stuff - and it was
bleeding stinking!
Like any old institution there are thousands of
stories to be told about old St Pat’s Primary.
Mine are just a few and for me this ended in the
late 70’s when the school had hundreds of kids
on its roll books. How things change!

One of my earliest memories was the bombing of McGurk’s Bar which is arrowed
here with St Patrick’s school to its right.
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How some New Lodge streets
received their names
remember years ago when Ardoyne was the favourite
watering hole the craic we had slegging off each others
street names. Quite often the Ardoyners would poke
fun at Lepper Street in the New Lodge and state that it was
so called because everyone in the New Lodge was .... You
get the picture. The only problem was that they pronounced
it Leeper Street. Needless to say we retaliated with
Ardoyne’s Hooker Street.
But on a more serious note how many of us think off how
our streets got their names? Very few, so in future editions
of the paper I will do articles relating to street names
throughout North Belfast as I find them out but for the time
being I will have to compile those which I do know - the
streets of the New Lodge.
I suppose the obvious place to start is the New Lodge Road
itself. In the late part of the eighteenth century a large
mansion house stood in the Oldpark area known as The
Lodge and the road leading to it known as the Lodge Road.
However, in the early decades of the 1800’s, a new house
was built in the same area and when completed this was
also named The Lodge the reason being a bit of a mystery.
Therefore the old house became known as the Old Lodge
with its road becoming the Old Lodge Road and the new
house becoming the New Lodge. I don’t think that I need
to point out what its road became known as but one
interesting point is that the New Lodge Road was in two
sections. The lower section (which was once called
Pinkerton’s Row) retains the name today but the upper
section was renamed the Cliftonville Road in the 1880’s.
The New Lodge Road divides the area and cris-crossing
this is Lepper Street which divides it again. This street
was named after the Lepper family who owned the Lodge
Cotton Mill which stood roughly where the Ashton Centre
is situated today. This mill was established by two brothers
named Francis and Charles Lepper and opened in 1811.
The family decided to build their homes in this area also
with Charles building Laurel Lodge and Francis building
Trainfield House both of which were on the New Lodge
Road. Shortly after the mill opened the cotton trade began
to decline. A ‘mysterious’ fire destroyed the building in
1813 and it was reopened as a linen mill and was disposed
off to a Lancashire firm in 1868 when, surprise surprise, it
was destroyed in yet another ‘mysterious’ fire. The land
was sold and the houses around the old Annadale Street
were constructed.
Although the old street is long gone one name which
survives to this day is Trainfield Street. This was named
after an old mansion house which stood opposite it on the
New Lodge Road. As mentioned above Trainfield House
was built by Francis Lepper and was named this due to the
fact that it was constructed on the ground which was used
as the training fields for soldiers from the nearby Artillery
Barracks. This house remained with the Lepper family up
until 1866 when it was sold to the Rev. John Macnaughtan
who was the minister of the Rosemary Street Presbyterian
Church. Five years later it was in the possession of Joseph
Bigger, chairman of the Ulster Bank and father of the more
widely known Joseph Gillis Bigger, the famous Home Rule
M.P. and Parnell’s most trusted lieutenant. He retained
Trainfield House for some years after his fathers death but
it was eventually sold to the War Office and became part
of Victoria Barracks. The house eventually became an
officers mess and was destroyed during the German
Luftwaffe Blitz of 1941.
Another street which was named after military barracks
was Artillery Street. This street was laid out in 1819 and
in 1825 the first row of houses were erected. From the
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station book of the 6th Inniskilling Dragoons for 1838 it is
noted that the houses were adopted as billets for the soldiers.
The extract reads ‘paid to the house keepers of Artillery
Street, Belfast, the sum of two pounds eight and six pence
sterling for men’s billets there’.
The street was demolished in the 1960’s with Artillery Flats
constructed on its site.
When the tower blocks were built in the 1960’s Artillery
Flats were the only block not named after World War 2
people and places. One such block was Churchill House
which was named after the British war time Prime Minister

Winston Churchill but this was a name which already
existed in the New Lodge area in the form of Churchill
Street. This street was named after his father Randolph
Churchill, a leading Tory statesman. He was in Belfast on
the 22nd of February 1886 to speak at a meeting of the
Ulster Unionists in the Ulster Hall in opposition to
Gladstone’s Home Rule policy.
It would appear that the builder of this new street (which
was also built in 1886) was so impressed with Randolph’s
speech that he named his new street after him.

TOP TO BOTTOM - Trainfield House after it was
destroyed by the German Luftwaffe during the Belfast
blitz in 1941.
Artillery Barracks.
Looking up the New Lodge Road mid 1960’s
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Without doubt one of the most historic streets within the
New Lodge area was the old Glenravel Street. This stood
directly behind the old Poor House at the site‘of the Clifton
Street section of the Westlink. This was named after the
Glenravel Glen in the Glens of Antrim. It was here that
Edward Benn lived who owned iron ore mines in the area.
It was this man who built two additional wings on to the
old Poor House and memorial tablets to commemorate this
can still be seen to this day at the side of the building which
is today’s Clifton House. It was the committee who ran
the Poor House who built Glenravel Street and when
complete they named it after his homeplace in his honour.
Soon after the streets completion Mr Benn erected two
hospitals on it, the Skin Hospital and the Ear, Eye and
Throat Hospital which was widely known as the ‘Benn
Hospital’. The Skin Hospital was destroyed during the
Luftwaffe Blitz and the’Benn was shut down to clear the
way for the Westlink. Also on this street was the Glenravel
Barracks which were known during the partition of Ireland
as the ‘Fenian Barracks’ due to the high number of Catholic
R.I.C. men serving there. On the other side of the street
stood the Belfast High School which later moved to
Jordanstown and the Convent of Mercy School which
moved to the Crumlin Road.
Pim Street is one of the few streets in the area which mainly
remains in its original condition. This was built around
1890 by a builder named Robert Wilson who came to
Belfast from Larne. Either without consulting the City
Corporation or against their wishes he originally named it
‘Jubilee Street’ in honour of Queen Victoria’s jubilee, the
Corporation refused to ratify the name as there already
existed a Jubilee terrace nearby, but Wilson persisted.
The Corporation had the name plates removed and erected
a pair of new ones listing the streets name as Pim Street
after the two pim brothers who had a shop at the streets
corner at the time.

This squabble caused a lot of amusement throughout the
city and the enterprising builder was afterwards known as
‘Jubilee Wilson.’ The name pim Street remained and it
first appeared in the belfast street Directory of 1892. A row
of houses which stood on one side of the street were
destroyed by German bombers during the Second World
war.
In its day one of the most impressive streets in the area
was undoubtedly Duncairn Gardens. In Gaelic the word
Duncairn or Duncarn signifies a monumental heap of stones
and in the New Lodge area it was the name given to a
massive estate with two mansion houses within it of the
same name. In ancient times this must have been a very
important site as the monument would signify but another
interesting point is that one of the mansion houses was once
known as Fortfield so this would suggest that an ancient
fort stood here which can be another translation of
Duncairn. The main bulk of this estate stood in what is
today known as the long streets. In the mid 1800’s it was
said that the gardens of Duncairn were the finest in Ireland
so when a new street was built through them it simply
became known as Duncairn Gardens.
Also built on the site of Duncairn were a number of long
streets stretching from North Queen Street to the Antrim
Road. The main names here were Upper Meadow Street
which was a continuation of Meadow Street on the other
side of North Queen Street and was was named this because
when it was built that was exactly what it lead to. Spamount
Street was named after a spa mount which stood in the
area which basically is an underground stream coming up
on to the surface. This would link in also with the ancient
connection as the mount would have been constructed
around this as spas were sacred places.

Page 69

Naturally there are many more names in the area which go
back centuries and some which are obviously more recent.
For example the Carlisle Estate was named after the nearby
Carlisle Circus which in turn was named after John Carlisle
who built the massive Carlisle Memorial Church which still
stands today. Another modern name is Victoria Parade
which is named due to the fact that it runs through the old
Victoria Military Barracks and even the name Victoria
Barracks remains to this day, not as the name of the whole
area but of a row of old officers houses which still stand
behind Lepper Street.

BELOW - The old Skin Hospital which stood
on Glenravel Street which was built by Edward
Benn.
BOTTOM - Carlisle Memorial Church which
remains to this day in a state of ruin.
LEFT - The old officers houses shortly after the
Luftwaffe Blitz. These remain known today as
Victoria Barracks.
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Murder in the Marrowbone
elfast during the early years of the 1920’s was
suffering a horrific civil war which was as a
result of the partition of Ireland and an attempt
to create a Unionist northern state. Many horrific
deeds were committed by both sides but among the
most horrific were those committed by those
established as a police force. In previous articles I
have highlighted the deeds of the Royal Irish
Constabulary murder squad known as the Cromwell
Club and their leaders, one of whom I shall come to
shortly.
Alongside the regular R.I.C. killing gangs there were
those operating from within the Special Constabulary
(which was a civilian force) and none more so than
the notorious B-Specials.
Their deeds, even in North Belfas,t are too numerous
to go through but one example of their brutality is a
murder they committed in the Marrowbone area two
days after Christmas in 1921.
David Morrison lived with his family 27 Mayfair
Street off the Oldpark Road. On the 27th of
December, 1921 he had went to his front door and a
few moments later lay dead in his hallway. Moments
before he went to his door a number of B-Specials
arrived in the street shooting. A number of them, led
by Special Constable Captain Johnston Smith
approached Mr Morrison and when they were only a
few feet away opened fire on him.
The victims brother Patrick later told the inquest what
had happened.
“On the morning of the shooting David was
downstairs, and shouted upstairs to mother to come
down and get the breakfast ready. She replied ‘All
right.’ David then went to the door. Shortly afterwards
I heard a volley of shots and heard David moan and
fall into the hall. I then noticed a Special Constable
who ordered me to carry my brother into the house. I
did so. The Special’(who was Captain Smith) turned
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a flash light on to the face of my brother as he lay on
the ground. There was no one in the street to shoot
other than the Specials and there was no shot from
our house. My brother had no firearms and there was
no altercation between him and the Specials.” When
asked what happened next Patrick Morrison told the
court that Captain Smith shouted to him “It was not
me, trail him in, trail him in.” He added that Captain
Smith had a flashlight in his left hand and a revolver
in his right. The Court also asked if his brother was
searched and Patrick stated “Yes, the Special
Constable ran his hands over the pockets and down
the coat and trousers.”
David Morrision’s father was called to give evidence
at the inquest. He told the Court that he had served
in the British Army for forty years. He had fought in
the Boer War and although over aged also served in
France. He told the Court that his dead son had served
ten years in the British Army and that three other sons
had also served in the Great War.
As could be expected the version given to the Court
by the Specials was different from the facts. They
stated that they were pursuing two men who had just

stolen horses from carters on the Oldpark Road. When
the Court asked for details of the carters the Specials
said that they did not know who they were, as they
had not asked their names or where they worked. They
had encountered two men in Gracehill Street and
ordered them two put their hands up. One did so and
the other ran off and fired a revolver. They claimed
that David Morrison was the other man. One of the
Specials then got down on one knee and aimed his
rifle and fired. However, his shot was as bad as his
evidence as he had struck Special Constable Hill on
the arm.
The Specials claimed that a youth named Thomas
McIlkenny was arrested but when this was brought
up at the inquest the ‘arrest’ was strongly objected
too as it had never occurred. Thomas McIlkenny was
asked if he was with David Morrison and he replied
‘No.’
Captain Smith, in his statement, said that he saw
David Morrison fire a revolver from fourteen feet
away and after he and his party shot the man dead
and rushed to his door in a matter of seconds the dead
man still managed to get rid of the gun - an amazing
achievement!
The jury returned a verdict that Mr Morrison was shot
dead by Crown Forces in the execution of their duty.
However, they stated that they thought that the
Specials should not be on duty unless accompanied
by a local policeman. An interesting conclusion if the
Specials were just doing their duty!
There was another interesting aspect to the inquest
on David Morrison. The next-of-kin were represented
by Mr A. Lynn and the Specials by none other than
the infamous District Inspector Nixon. I suspect that
everyone in North Belfast knows exactly who Nixon
was but for a refresher a few weeks after the above
inquest District Inspector Nixon and his killer gang
smashed their way into the home of Owen McMahon
just off the Antrim Road and brutally gunned down
all the male members of the family including children.
In the months leading up to it he was involved in some
of the most horrific killings ever seen in Belfast such
as the Arnon Street Massacre and the Halfpenny
Murders. He was an imposing figure and often
threatened anyone who got in his way. Today we can
only wonder what would have happened to members
of the jury if they had reached another conclusion?
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Every picture tells a story
hey say that every picture tells a story
and it is a saying that is quite true.
One glimpse at old photographs such
as these and we can see what old North Belfast
looked like which is a task that could never
be told using a thousand words. Here I am
going to use two old pictures of the main road
which North Belfast is centred around - the
Antrim Road.

T

TOP - One of the most well known parks in
Belfast is the Waterworks on the Antrim Road.
Sadly today the park is not what it used to be
and even sadder is the fact that recently it has
become the settled home of hordes of rats!
Needless to say this was not always the case
and there are many people out there who can
remember when the park was a pleasant place
in which to go without being offered drugs
for sale or having an empty cider bottle
thrown at you. Looking at this picture it is
extremely hard to believe that this is indeed
the Waterworks as it looks so clean and well
kept. It is taken looking down towards
Duncairn Street (now the Antrim Road)
around 1900 and even though it is a black
and white photograph it is remarkable just
how beautiful the place is. To the left of the
picture is one of the old Belfast ice houses
which was, as the name would suggest, a
building in which ice was stored. These were
used in the days long before shops such as
butchers and fish mongers had refrigeration
and it was from houses such as these where
they got their ice in which to keep food fresh.
Inside this building would have been a deep
hole in the ground and in the winter months
the ice would have been thrown down this so
that it would stay frozen. The trestles at the
front of it would have had boards placed on
them up to the lower pond and when frozen
the ice would have been broken and slid down
straight into the ice house. In the distance
can be seen the old gate lodge of the
Waterworks which still remains. Although no
longer occupied by the gate keeper it was the
home of the Waterworks caretaker John

Lindsay at the time of this picture. Directly
behind it is the large building of the Brookvale
Masonic Lodge which was only demolished
around twenty years ago.
On the other side of the street can been seen
the large row of private houses known as
‘Benvista.’ These also remain but none of
them are private homes today. At the time of
this picture numbers 239 and and 233 were
vacant but the others (from left to right) were
the homes of William Young, managing
director of the Irish Flax Spinning Co., Dr
Henry Moses, the clothier William Bourke,
Surgeon Hogg, private music teacher Samuel
White, Mr S. Kirker, surveyor for the Board
of Works and Dr Samuel Dickey the physician
for the Foster Green Hospital.
BOTTOM - This picture is taken looking up
Duncairn Street (remember this was this
section of the Antrim Road’s name at this
time) looking towards the Cavehill. To the left
is Brookvale Avenue with the entrance of the
Waterworks and its imposing lamp standards
at the front gates. One interesting point I
couldn’t help but notice was the two boys
standing at the corner. As they are bare footed
they are obviously not from these parts as the
area was exclusively what we would call

middle class so its a wonder that no one
contacted the peelers to say that these boys
were there, but then again maybe they did!
At this time the Waterworks was also an
exclusive park and an entrance fee had to be
paid to get in. Of course people will think
that this was just the case in Victorian North
Belfast but many will be shocked to learn that
this was the case up until the 1960’s!
To the right of the picture we can see a row
of shops the buildings of which remain today.
In these days it was normal for the shop
keepers to live above their stores but whose
shops and homes where they at the time of
this picture? Well starting from the corner
shop at the far right of the picture we know
that these were the sprit grocer premises of
William McMillan. Next to this was the fruit
shop of Miss Burnside and next to her Boyd
and Coach drapers establishment. Their shop
would have been burglar free as next door was
the Duncairn Street Barracks of the Royal
Irish Constabulary under the command of
Head Constable William Sergeant. We can
only wonder if he was ever promoted so that
he became Sergeant Sergeant! Next to the
barracks was the Cliftonville Post Office with
the post mistress being Mrs Wood who was
also a draper. Next to the post office was the
fruit shop of P. Devine (a trade and name still
in this row today) followed by the tobacconist
and confectioner Miss Magee. Another
tobacconist was next door owned by Mary
Marshall and although we can never be sure
I’m confident that good will exchanges were
rare between these two. Next to this was the
butcher shop of Miss Flemming and again two
more rival shops only this time drapers. The
first was that of Mrs Huston and next to her
Miss Lowry. The end building was the large
grocery establishment of the Pim bothers who
had quite a few stores throughout Belfast.
As I have mentioned above every picture tells
a story and looking at these two I’m sure
everyone will agree.
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The history of York Street
ork Street, one of the leading throughfares of Belfast came into
existence early in the nineteenth century, and probably owes its
name to Frederick Augustus, Duke of York, son of George the
Third, who was elevated to the wealthy Bishopric of Osnaburgh before
leaving the nursery, but is known in song and story as the soldier who
had 10,000 men.
This was the Duke whose career was not only unfortunate in the field,
but scandalous at home, one of the royal brothers who amused and often
shocked the country. The Duke of York’s career on active service brought
to an end the medieval custom of placing armies under the strategical
care of Princes of the Blood. Frederick Street, Great George’s Street,
Little’Georges Street, Sussex Street, and Henry Street were all named
after members of the Royal Family.
Street nomenclature is an interesting subject. On the east side of York
Street was Nile Street and Trafalgar Street commemorating famous naval
battles, and which once connected the main thoroughfare with the street
named in honour of Nelson. On the same side there were Dock Street,
Fleet Street, and Ship Street, leading to the docks. On the west side of
York Street, Canning Street, Bentinck Street, Spencer Street, and
Brougham Street, were all reminders of the political proclivities of a
past generation. Brougham Street still remains and is named after the
man whose defence of Queen Caroline in 1820 gained him widespread
popularity. He was a man interested in an incredible variety of subjects,
and this gave O’Connell the opening for his famous gibe,’“If Brougham
knew a little of law, he would know a little of everything.” Lancaster
Street bears a name that was prominent for many years in educational
controversy.
Like many other thoroughfares in Belfast, York Street has been
transformed by the rapid growth of the city. Largely a residential locality
at the outset, it went on to become a main shopping area before becoming
the uninteresting link road it is today. The appearance of the city end of
the street had drastically changed in the early part of the century by the
imposing buildings erected by the Co-operative Society which became
the central premises of that organisation. The first section was opened
on 22nd April, 1911, the second in December, 1914, and the third on
25th November, 1922. The last block was opened by Viscount Craigavon
on 4th May, 1932. On that occasion the North’s Prime Minister declared
that he had travelled extensively in Dominions and in other parts of the
world, and that not one of the great emporiums he had seen could hold
a candle to the building in which he was speaking that day. The Cooperative Society’s premises had a frontage in York Street of almost
500 feet. This remarkable development was due to the initiative of Mr.
W. McGuffin, the president of the Society, whose enterprise was warmly
supported by the committee. The change in York Street from a residential
to a business thoroughfare may be further illustrated by a look at the
area between Great Patrick Street and Little Patrick Street. Two shops
and a number of offices are situated there today but many will remember
the famous Empire Furnishing Company which once occupied the site.
This block once consisted of private houses occupied in the main by
medical doctors. A number of prominent Belfast people once lived in
York Street such as Edward Harland, the famous shipbuilder of Harland
& Wolff fame.
The nineteenth century Belfast historian George Benn provides an
interesting picture of this part of Belfast in the closing years of the
eighteenth century. Corn and potatoes were grown in the tract of land
stretching from the corner of John Street (now Royal Avenue) to the
Charitable Institution at the junction of Clifton Street and North Queen
Street. The map of 1771 shows the Institution, which was the old
poorhouse, sitting in splendid isolation. Commencing almost at the
gate of the Institution, and extending towards the old Victoria Barracks,
not then in existence, was a long line of thatched houses known as
Fisher’s Row. In other directions - from Antrim Road, New Lodge Road,
Carrickfergus Road (now North Queen Street) there appear for the most
part, town parks, fields, open lands, and rural lanes, with about a dozen
of what were called the villas of those days dotted here and there over a
large area. Among the rest York Street had then literally no existence.
A lane opposite John Street and above Academy Row (now street) short
and narrow, and destitute of any facilities for traffic, marked the embryo
of York Street.
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Looking down York Street with the
Donegall Street junction to the left.

York Street with the original Co-Op
building to the left

On the lower side of North Queen Street, beyond Frederick Street, a
waste extended from the distant waterside up to Carrickfergus Road.
This wide spreading, untenanted waste is marked as the Point Fields,
from a point of land projecting into the sea about halfway between the
extremity of the town, as it then was, and the Milewater Bridge. Benn
adds that a shipyard at the town end, two houses, and a glue works,
comprised everything made by human hands upon this great tract, on
which was afterwards built a considerable portion of the town.
The late Thomas Gaffikin, in his recollections of Belfast at the beginning
of the nineteenth century, stated:“Between the river and York Street lay a great stretch of waste ground it was called the Point Fields - almost entirely possessed by sea birds in
the winter, and in the summer the free grazing ground of promiscuous
stock. It was often the scene of man fights, cock fights, dog fights and
bull baiting.” It was in fact the People’s Park of that day. Another wellknown Belfast man, the late Thomas McTear, in his reminiscences, stated
that in 1808, York Street existed only as an opening to John McCracken’s
(Henry Joy’s father) cotton mill in York Lane, and to the offices and
stores of the Stevenson’s, linen merchants, who lived on or near the site
later occupied by the Metropole Hotel. James Adair Pilson’s History of
Belfast, published in 1846, shows the development that had taken place
in the first half of the nineteenth century. York Street, he wrote, opens
from Donegall Street and extends in airness and great width about half
an Irish mile in the direction of north-east by north, and is at first

uniformly edified with large elegant private houses, but afterwards
subsides in pretension and is partly built.
Before the opening of York Street, the route from Belfast to Carrickfergus
and Larne was via Donegall Street and Carrickfergus Road (North Queen
Street). With the rapid development of the town in the area between
North Queen Street and Garmoyle Street, York Street became a
thoroughfare of importance, contributory causes being the industrial
enterprise of the Mulholland family, and, later, the opening of the Belfast
and Ballymena Railway. The railway service began on the 11th of April,
1848, and sounded the death knell of the old carriers, the stage coaches,
and the carts, though these struggled on in a hopeless fight for a number
of years. Until the railway became firmly established, a coach left Mrs.
Magee’s in North Street every afternoon at four o’clock, arriving at
Larne at half past seven. Coachs were constantly available in York
Street for those going to Carrickfergus, where the assizes were held.
The first inhabitants of the ‘elegant private houses’ in York Street were
familiar with sedan chairs, which were in use in Belfast until the 1840s.
A picturesque sight was the mail coach, the stately four-in-hand,
galloping up Donegall Street with the guard resplendent in a scarlet
coat and gold facing and the horn suspended from his shoulder by a
belt. To the younger generation and object of endless interest was the
box containing the guard’s brass mounted blunderbuss and brace of
pistols. The passenger on the box seat was the envy of all beholders.
The yard at 127 York Street - between Little Patrick Street and Great
Georges Street- contained the stables of the mail coach horses.
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The old route out of Belfast in the direction of Carrickfergus was via
Millfield, Carrick Hill, and Carickfergus Road. Thomas Gaffikin,
lecturing in Belfast in 1875, on his memories of the town in the early
part of the century, remarked, “That route would only be taken now to
avoid observation.” In 1912, at the time of political excitement, someone
recalled the old route. Mr. Churchill, with characteristic courage, drove
along York Street on the morning of 8th February,”when he came to
address his supporters in Celtic Park. His friends had originally intended
to hold the meeting in the Ulster Hall but the City Council refused to
allow them to use this hall. Winston Churchill had such an unpleasant
experience in Royal Avenue that the authorities advised him to return to
his own country another way. And thus, “to avoid observation,” the
famous politician drove through Millfield, Carrick Hill, North Queen
Street, and Brougham Street to the Northern Counties Railway.
The map of 1791 shows that the thoroughfare long since known as
Frederick Street was in existence before York Street was constructed.
It was originally named Brewery Lane, then became Patrick Street, and
finally Frederick Street. The name of the United Irishman Lord Edward
Fitzgerald is associated by tradition with a row of thatched cottages
which stood on the site now occupied by the old Co-op building. The
story, which is without documented proof, is that the celebrated rebel,
while ‘on the run’ in 1798, was concealed here for a period. The first
notable building erected in this street was the Lancastrian School. This
building was opened in 1810, and 100 years later was used as an
Employment Exchange by the Ministry of Labour.
The Public Dispensary and Fever Hospital (afterwards the Royal
Hospital) was built in Patrick Street (Frederick Street) in 1815-17. On
the 5th of June, 1815 - thirteen days before the battle of Waterloo - the
foundation stone was laid by George Augustus, second Marquis of
Donegall, and the institution was opened on the 1st of August, 1817. In
“The Belfast General and Commercial Directory” of 1819 it was
described as”‘a noble building which cost £6,000.’ This directory was
published by Thomas Bradshaw, then a printer in Belfast, and afterwards
the originator of the famous “Bradshaw’s Guide.” Before the end of the
century, the Royal was, in the words of Professor Sinclair, a hopelessly
out of date hospital, but one in which a great deal of first class work had
been done. Largely through the overwhelming enthusiasm of Lady
Perrie, a scheme to provide an up-to-date institution was inaugurated.
In 1897 a site was obtained on the Grosvenor Road, and the Royal
Victoria Hospital was opened in 1903.
With the development of the district as a residential area, the churches
became active. The first church built in York Street was the Primitive
Secession Meeting House, of which the Rev. Reuben John Bryce,
principal of the Belfast Academy, was minister. It was erected on a site
between Henry Street and Trafalgar Street and the building remained
up until the 1960s. An outstanding personality in the York Street area in
Victorian times was the Rev. Thomas Toye, who founded the Presbyterian
congregation of Great George’s Street in 1842, and ministered there for
27 years. He began his work in Belfast in a loft in James Street, now
part of Corporation Street, and made his mark from the outset by his
strong individuality and unconventional manner. To Belfast people he
was known as Tommy Toye, and with his name are associated many
amusing anecdotes. The task of raising money was very disagreeable
to him and he often declared that he would rather break stones on the
roadside than take a ‘Book’ into his hand to solicit contributions. In the
book “Armour of Ballymoney,” the author states that his father, the late
Rev. J. B. Armour, heard Mr. Toye preach, and recalled a sentence in
one of his prayers:- “Lord, there is a woman in this audience who is
thinking more of her good bonnet than she is thinking of Thee.” Instantly
all the women in the congregation bowed their heads still more.
The stories still circulated about Tommy Toye are properly authenticated
only in rare instances. On one occasion, it is said, he was lecturing the
women of his congregation on their attention to millinery, when he
paused suddenly, and then continued “But what’s the use of my talking
when there’s Mrs. Toye with a perfect flower garden on her head.” He
was an ardent devotee of “My Lady Nicotine,” and in this connection
one of the most familiar tales is about his encounter on the street with
Dr. Cooke, of May Street, who detested tobacco. Seeing Cooke on the
other side of the street, Toye stopped him with a gesture, and crossed
over lowered his voice to a confidential whisper and said, “Harry, did
you ever see such value for a penny?” at the same time producing two

church warden pipes. Another story about Toye’s craving for tobacco is
incredible. This is to the effect that, when the longing for a pipe overcame
him, he would ask the congregation to join in the singing of one of the
long psalms, and would slip out of the pulpit and enjoy a quiet “pull,”
returning refreshed to continue his service. While the Revival of ‘59
was in progress, Great Georges Street Church had to be enlarged. The
services sometimes continued through the night, and on one of these
occasions forty people were converted in the garden attached to the
church. The Great Georges Street congregation moved to their new
church, the Macrory Memorial, in Duncairn Gardens, in 1896, and the
old building became a foundry. Tommy Toye died on the 15th of May,
1870, and was buried in the Clifton Street graveyard.
A plan of Belfast in 1790 shows a bowling green adjoining the Academy,
on the site of the college green. The game of bowls was revived in the
York Street area in 1842, the year of the formation of the Belfast Bowling
Club. The first green was laid in Nelson Street, and when this site was
required for building purposes the club laid another green in York Street,
on part of the ground now covered by the York Gate complex. Again
forced to remove, the club constructed a third green at the back of the
Charitable Institution in Clifton Street. The builder once again claimed
the ground, and the fourth green of the premier Irish club was placed at
the rear of Cromac Park House, bordering on the present Agincourt
Avenue. The builder, however, still pursued the club, which finally
found a resting place in College Park East, close to the Botanic Gardens
Parks.
In the eighteenth century, David Manson, the celebrated Belfast school
master, built a cottage and formed a bowling green on a plot of ground
adjoining the old Carrickfergus Road. “Gulliver’s Travels,” the greatest
of all Swift’s works, had been published in 1726, and Manson named
his property Lilliput. The Belfast Newsletter of 1st July, 1768, contains
the following advertisement:-
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“Children and youths are boarded and taught the English Language
grammatically by David Manson at his house in Donegall Street, Belfast,
which is large and commodious, being built on purpose, where there is
a healthful air and a delightful prospect of land and water. The boarders
are not permitted to go out without a guide. They have for their
amusement a large yard behind the house, the use of the Linen Hall, off
market hours, and a bowling green about half a mile out of the town to
which they repair in the summer evenings.”
York Street contained two industrial establishments which were the
largest of their kind in the world. The York Street Mill was founded
early in the century by Thomas Mulholland and his sons. In 1828 this
firm took what was regarded as a revolutionary step by introducing steam
power into their spinning mill. The other famous industrial
establishment was Gallaher’s tobacco factory, which was founded in
1867 by Thomas Gallaher, a native of Eglinton near the City of Derry.
By his own unaided efforts Mr. Gallaher built up a business with worldwide ramifications. Another notable York Street establishment was the
foundry of John Rowan & Son. John Rowan, who belonged to Doagh,
made a steam coach which was exhibited in Belfast in 1836. The last of
the Rowan’s in the trade was the inventor of Rowan’s patent piston.
York Street has now become one of the principal arteries of traffic in
the city, and it is now impossible to visualise the thoroughfare when it
was the venus of the horse fair and an important marketing centre.
The old horse-drawn bus was succeeded by the horse-drawn tramcar in
1872, the horse-drawn tramcar gave way to the electric tramcar in 1905
and this gave way to the modern bus service.
With the progress in motorised transport came more and more private
cars and with these was needed more and more roads. York Street fell
victim to this ‘progress’. Today much of York Street and its surrounding
communities are no more as they were ‘developed’ with preference
given to cars rather than to people.

TOP - Gallaher’s Tobacco Factory at the junction of Earl Street and York Street.
BOTTOM - The thatched cottages on Frederick street where the United Irishman Lord Edward
Fitzgerald was said to have hidden during the ‘98 rebellion.

Page 74

North Belfast - A Scattered History

Victorian Vandals
oday we hear a lot about vandalism and
listen to older people complaining about
it as though it’s a new thing invented by
modern youth. This being the case I must admit
to looking at the old newspapers of the 1950’s
and 1960’s and reading reports of numerous
cases of vandalism and of youth’s ripping the
seats in cinemas, smashing trolly bus windows
and of destroying park benches to list just a few
of the’‘anti social’ activities. Of course many
of us would think nothing unusual about this
but we must remember that those doing this are
today’s grandparents! But vandalism goes back
even further than this and I’m sure there are not
too many people aware that Alexandra Park was
once shut down due to vandalism when it first
opened in the 1880’s. This is just one interesting
fact surrounding the Alexandra Park but, like
everywhere else, the park does indeed have a
history.
Following a strong movement in October 1882
for the establishment of a public park in the
north of the town (Belfast did not become a city
until 1888) the Belfast Corporation invited
offers of land for such a purpose by public
advertisement. After due inquiry over seven
acres at Castleton were purchased from John
Preston in July 1885 for £981 as well as five
acres from Philip Johnston & Sons and the York
Street Flax Spinning Mill, subject to these
companies’ water rights. In 1887 a further
stretch of land was added, again from Philip
Johnston & Sons. The resulting park was named
‘The Alexandra’ in 1885 and then ‘Princess
Alexandra’, although the original intention had
been to call it ‘the ‘Princess Park.’
Alexandra Park was opened to the public on
Saturday 7th May 1887. The opening was
reported in the following Monday’s newspapers
and the following is the report of the Northern
Whig.
“On Saturday the Alexandra Park, which is
situated on the Antrim Road, was opened to the
general public. There was no formal opening
ceremony. At an early hour in the morning the
park ranger threw open the gates, and before
noon the admirably situated and altogether
handsome, though not very spacious, piece of
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ground was visited by a large concourse of
persons. The weather was delightfully fine, and
during the afternoon the number of visitors was
very large. Yesterday throughout the entire day
the park might be almost said to be crowded by
people, chiefly belonging to the working class.
Again the weather was splendid, and naturally
there was a desire to see the new park, which
will, no doubt, prove a great attraction in the
district of the town for which it has been
provided. The site is good, and the surroundings
are excellent. Had the ground not been secured
by the Corporation for the purpose to which it
is now devoted, there is little doubt it would
soon have been covered by buildings as the town
continues its progress outward. It has been
again and again urged that these parks, which
are now so loudly called for, are all the more
valuable to the artisan and his family the nearer
they are to his abode. Altogether the park
appears to have been laid out in an admirable
order, and at present there is a fine bloom of
flowers of various kinds. A large amount of
money has no doubt been expended in placing
the grounds in their present order, and although
of a very pretty appearance, there is still a great
deal of work to be done here.
Alexandra Park, which posses a fine stretch of
green sward, has also the advantage of both
wood and water. There is an attractive little lake,
which is being turned to very good account, as
are also its surroundings, and adjoining the park
there is a somewhat picturesque glen. When
the present works are finished the park will be
in a very completed form. To Alexandra Park
there is an entrance from both the Antrim and
Limestone Roads.”
This report concluded by reminding the public
of a bylaw for public parks, which was passed
a few weeks previously. “Every person who
shall play at football, cricket, lawn tennis,
lacrosse, croquet, quoits, or any other game or
sport, or who shall be in any way concerned
therein, in any part of the park on Sunday, shall
for every such offence forfeit and pay a sum
not exceeding five pounds.”
As mentioned above this bliss did not last long
as the park had to be closed almost immediately

TOP TO BOTTOM - Enjoying the sun in the park in 1925.
A game of quoits in the park in 1930 - but not on a Sunday I
must point out!
The lake around the turn of the last century.
BOTTOM LEFT - Looking–towards the Antrim Road from
the park around 1900.

due to considerable damage due to the
misconduct of youths. It was reopened on the
2nd of June 1887. The first foreman gardener
was William Smith who was appointed in
November 1887. The lodge was completed in
1888, a gate from the Limestone Road put up
in 1891 and a green house erected in 1899 at a
cost of £82.
Although more so today the park was always
divided into two areas. The upper part still
retains much of its original Victorian character
in the formal path layout with avenues of trees.
The bowling and putting greens, and the
bowling pavilion, opened in 1979, all lies within
this area. The lower part, or the glen, was a
complete contrast to this. It would appear that
the original intention was for this area to assume
a less formal and more passive recreational
character, and was a very attractive, steepsided
stream valley with views across the town.
Sadly, like most council properties in North
Belfast, the Alexandra Park is slowly falling into
a state of decline. But one question we must
ask is what the park would look like if it were
situated in the Malone area of Belfast?
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Horrific death in Carrick Hill
here is no doubt that the most common form of
murder throughout Ireland is the domestic killing.
The historical records and printed accounts show
that there are countless cases of wife murder, husband
murder, child murder, parent murder and murders between
brothers and sisters. The latter category was one such
case which occurred in the old Carrick Hill district and
was a killing which caused tremendous shock throughout
the city of Belfast. Domestic killings such as this were
extremely common but it was not the fact that the killing
occurred which caused the shock but the way in which it
was committed.
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Carrick Hill is a very historic working class district on
the north side of Peters Hill. The area comprised mainly
of the old Victorian type houses - two up and two down
structures. The area was poverty stricken and with this
came all the associated problems. High crime, domestic
quarrels, and of course, drunkenness. Just before
midnight on Monday the 27th of September, 1898 Patrick
Doherty was sitting with his sister Mary Ann Doherty in
their home in Kildare Street. Mary was very often
troublesome and drank a lot. There had always been
trouble with her and when she was twelve she became
pregnant. On the above date Mary had been drinking
and at 11.30pm told her brother that she wanted the key
of the door so that she may go out. Due to her drunken
state Patrick refused and a quarrel broke out. As the
skirmish continued a paraffin lamp somehow managed
to explode and set the unfortunate woman on fire. The
woman ran from the house screaming, in a ball of flames,
out on to the street. Patrick ran out after her to extinguish
the flames as did a neighbour who was alerted by the
screaming. The fire was put out but by this stage it was
too late as the horrific injuries had been inflicted. The
police arrived and an ambulance was sent for. Mary
Doherty was then taken to the nearby Royal Hospital in
Frederick Street. Patrick Doherty was arrested and taken
to the barracks. The following day Mr. James McCann,
J.P., was taken to the hospital to take the girl’s depositions.
Patrick Doherty was taken to his sister’s bedside to
witness what she said and when he saw her state he broke
down and cried. Mary Ann Doherty then told the
following story:“I remember last night. Shortly before twelve o’clock I
was in the kitchen of the house. My brother Patrick was
there, he threw a lamp which was on the fireplace at me.
It struck me and set me on fire. I opened the door and
ran out. I wanted the key of the door of him. I insisted
on getting the key of him, and he threw the lamp at me. I
am burned all over the body and arms. I had no previous
difference with my brother before this. I had no words
with him last night before he threw the lamp. I do not
mind anyone else was in the kitchen at the time but Patrick
and myself. It is from the effects of burning that I am
now suffering.”
After the above evidence was given, Patrick Doherty was
charged with causing grievous bodily harm. He was then
taken away by the police and remanded for eight days in
the County Gaol. Later on the same day Mary Doherty
succumbed to her injuries. It was recorded that “her death
came as a peaceful release from terrible suffering.” The
following day (Wednesday) the City Coroner held an
inquest in the hospital on the dead woman’s body. District
Inspector McArdle and Head Constable McCarthy
appeared on behalf of the police and the prisoner was
unrepresented.

Victorian Carrick Hill was poverty stricken and had all the associated problems
of high crime, domestic quarrels, and drunkenness.
The first witness examined was Alice Tuft, a girl of 18,
who wept bitterly while giving her evidence. She said
that the deceased was her mother (Tuft was her father’s
name) and that she resided at 7 Kildare Street. The
deceased’s brother, Patrick Doherty, lived with her. She
remembered Monday night, when her mother aroused her
out of her sleep by ‘barging’ her uncle Patrick in the
kitchen. She wanted the key of the door and he would
not give it. He then went upstairs with his boots in his
hand, and her mother shouted after him. Her uncle then
came back downstairs and struck her mother on the back
with his boots. She then took the bellows and hit him on
the head. Her uncle then took up a stool and held it in his
hand to throw at her. She was sitting near the lamp and
the stool hit it and knocked it over her. It broke, and she
was set on fire. She ran into the scullery and then into
the street.
The evidence given by the victim’s daughter conflicted
with the evidence given by the victim herself. One stated
that it was the lamp which was thrown and the other said
that it was a stool, which hit the lamp instead. This went
unquestioned as there was no one present representing
the prisoner. The police however, should have questioned
this important piece of evidence as there is a considerable
difference, in law, to throwing a stool rather than a deadly
lighted paraffin lamp.
The next witness called was John J. O’Hagan, 27 Upton
Street. He told the hearing:- “I saw Mrs. Doherty rush
out of her house in flames at 11.30pm on Monday night.
She came from Kildare Street towards Park Street, and
was crying loudly. I ran down Park Street and took off
my coat as I ran. The woman was all in a blaze and I put
my coat about her. I tried to get her against the wall to
keep the fire down. I succeeded in extinguishing the
flames, and while I was doing so a man threw a bucket
of water over her. The police came and took charge of
her.
Sergeant Redmond was the third witness. He told the
hearing:- “Shortly before twelve o’clock on Monday night

I was on duty in Kent Street. Whilst there my attention
was attracted by shouts coming from the direction of Park
Street. I proceeded as quickly as I could towards the
spot, and when I got to the corner of Park Street I saw the
injured woman with her clothes on fire and some persons
endeavouring to extinguish the flames. I helped in this
operation, and then sent for the ambulance and had her
removed to the hospital. From information received I
arrested the prisoner at 7 Kildare Street. He made the
following statement:- “I didn’t do it. Her daughter and
me were upstairs. She came to the door on fire. I ran out
after her with the shawl trying to put out the fire.” The
prisoner’s hair was singed. I examined the house, and
found that a paraffin oil lamp had been broken there.”
After medical evidence was heard the Coroner addressed
the jury and after ten minutes consultation returned the
following verdict:- “That the said Mary Doherty, on the
27th of September, 1898, at the Royal Hospital, Belfast,
came to her death from shock, following burns caused
by the accidental breaking of a lamp.”
On Monday 12th December, 1898, Patrick Doherty
appeared in the County Courthouse charged with having
caused the death of his sister. All the evidence from the
police, hospital, inquest, and numerous witnesses was
heard and the jury found the prisoner guilty of
manslaughter with a strong recommendation to mercy.
His Lordship, in passing sentence, said:- “Drink was the
greatest curse of the country. No one had greater
experience of its terrible results than I have. I have seen
whole families swept away by it, and in one case I have
known a family of seven children, everyone of whom,
died from drink. It was the greatest curse that afflicted
the nation.”
His Lordship believed the evidence from the inquest
rather than that of the police and that was that the whole
episode had been a appalling accident. He then
discharged the prisoner whom he knew had to suffer this
tragedy on his conscience.
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Cursing the Pope
egular readers may be aware that it’s
been a while since I looked back on
some of the old Victorian court cases.
This week I thought I would compensate for that
by going back to the Belfast Police Court reports
beginning Monday 25th October 1869. At first
glimpse I noticed that John McCallen has once
again appeared before the beak and for those
who remember my previous articles Mr
McCallen was the man known as the Blind
Phrenologist. The report states:“John McCallen was brought up in custody of
Sub-Constable Sherrie, charged with making
use of party expressions. He was also charged
with assaulting the policeman in the execution
of his duty. The policeman deposed that, at half
past twelve o’clock on Sunday morning, he
arrested the prisoner for making use of party
expressions by ‘cursing the Pope.’ After he was
arrested he became very disorderly, and, having
got the length of Smithfield, he threw himself
down, and said he would go no further. The
prisoner then struck the policeman three times
on the breast.
Mr. Seeds - Now, McCallen, do you wish to
ask the constable any questions?
Prisoner - I do, Mr. Seeds, but you are no friend
of mine, you do all you can against me.
Mr. Orme - And what else do you deserve?
Prisoner (to policeman) - Did you see me when
you heard the voice?
Policeman - I did.
Prisoner - You said on Saturday night that you
did not; and I can produce witnesses to prove I
was quite sober. You told me on Saturday night
that you knew my voice, but that you did not
see me. I heard the words myself, but I assure
you I did not use them.
Mr. O’Donnell - And who struck the policeman?
Prisoner - I cannot say. You see I am a blind
man and cannot produce any evidence. (To the
policeman) - Can you see round a corner, can
you?
Policeman - No, but I saw you plain enough you were standing opposite the court.
Prisoner - I was not, I was standing two yards
beyond it, and I ought to know the geography
of the place as well as you. I must fight the
case. I believe the policeman is conscientious
in his work, but he is mistaken.
(Laughter in Court)
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Prisoner (to policeman) - When you arrested
me, you walked too quick for a blind man in
my state of health. I had been at the doctor’s,
and was then going from that to the barber’s to
get shaved, but you prevented the latter work.
(Laughter in Court)
Policeman - The prisoner struck me on the breast
three times.
Prisoner - I shoved you back when you were
walking me so fast. This is the strangest charge

ever made against me in this Police Court. I
am innocent of both charges as that hat in my
hand.
(Laughter in Court)
Mr. O’Donnell - Was the man drunk?
Policeman - He was not, your Worship.
Mr. O’Donnell - And he made use of these
expressions just for pure mischief?
Prisoner - If I were sober on Saturday night, I
should say you were not. I have been brought
fifty times to this place, but I never was so badly
used before.

Mr. O’Donnell said the prisoner was a very illconducted man, and instead of obtaining the
sympathy of the public as he might do in his
unfortunate condition, if he behaved himself,
rendered it necessary that he should be severely
punished. He was to be fined 40s and costs,
with the alternative of fourteen days
imprisonment for the party expressions, and for
the assault on the police - he being an old
offender - he was to go to jail for one month.”
Some extremely interesting characters came
through the Victorian Belfast Police Courts
John McCallen, the ‘Blind Phrenologist’ was
just one of thousands.

As would be expected after the Second World War a lot of major rebuilding work had to be done throughout Europe.
North Belfast was no exception as it had been the one area of Belfast which suffered the most during the German
Luftwaffe Blitz of 1941. After all it had a large number of targets ranging from the Antrim Road Waterworks to
Victoria Barracks. Industry was also a target and one of the casualties of the blitz was the York Street Mill. Reconstruction work began shortly after the war and this photograph (looking up Henry Street) shows the work continuing
in 1949. The bridge being constructed connected the main factory to the mill offices at the other side of the street. The
mill closed down a few years after this and the offices later became the Potter Cowan building.
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Milk of Magnesia and a
Portuguese murderer
ne thing that I have learned over
the years is that local history is
indeed a strange thing. There are
many out there who believe that it is
extremely boring but I have always
maintained that it has been the way it has
been taught and not the subject itself which
is boring.
For example, lets say when you were at
school instead of being taught Greek or
Roman history you had been taught about
the history of your own area - would you
have still found it boring?
But sometimes historical events or persons
can have such an impact that other subjects
around them become unnoticed. Take
Clifton Street Graveyard. Everyone knows
that Henry Joy McCracken is buried there
but what else would you know about it?
McCracken was a leading figure in the
United Irishmen which history tells us was
founded by Wolfe Tone. Wrong I’m afraid!
Wolfe Tone was instrumental in the
formation of the United Irishmen but if any
one person should be credited with the
establishment of the organisation it should
be William Drennan - who lies buried at
Clifton Street.
Another perfect example of hidden history
relates to the so called famine. If I were to
tell you that the two largest ‘famine’ graves
in this part of the country were in North
Belfast would you believe it? Chances are
you would not but a quick visit to the above
cemetery would soon produce the evidence.
As I have mentioned the history of this
graveyard is overshadowed by the history
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of Henry Joy McCracken. I find this sad
as there is a lot more local history contained
within this small site. An estimated 14,000
people lie buried here and every single one
of them have a story to tell. Take one old
tombstone inscription which informs us:Erected
by the shipwrights of Belfast
In memory of
Robert Morrison, shipwright
who was assassinated by a Portuguese
sailor
22nd of April 1810 in the 23rd year of
his age
The name of the sailor behind this murder
was Antonio De Silva, who was later
hanged for his crime. The following report
on his hanging is taken from George Benn’s
History of Belfast which was published in
1880:
“A trial, followed by a conviction for
murder, caused much commotion in Belfast
in 1810. A ship carpenter called Morrison
had a dispute with a Portuguese sailor, one
of the crew of an American ship in the
harbour. The Portuguese, whose name was
Antonio de Silva, stabbed him to the heart
with a dagger near Prince’s Street. He was
tried and condemned for the crime at the
Summer Assizes. He was conveyed to the
place of execution, which was at that period
about a mile from Carrickfergus, attended
by an immense concourse of spectators. So
great was the crowd, as was the custom of
the time, that though the distance was so
short, it required an hour to reach it. The
apparatus then consisted of three tall

columns, with a cross beam to which the
rope was attached. They stood on the bare
sea-shore, and were familiarly known by
the name of the “Three Sisters.” The
criminal was dressed in a white surplice,
by his own particular desire,
and”accompanied by two Roman Catholic
priests. Through Mr. Redfern, of Belfast,
who spoke his language, and who had been
interpreter for him at his trial, he denied
his guilt.”
Needless to say that is an inscription which
catches the eye but some inscriptions may
seem quite boring to read with one example
being:Erected by James Murray
In Memory of His Two Sons Who Died Young
Once again this is where the hidden history
creeps in. James Murray began his working
life at the age of 19 by becoming a
apothecary for the Belfast Dispensary in
1807 and, just over a year later, setting up
his own practice in High Street. Some time
later the Lord Lieutenant to Ireland was on
a visit to the Marquis of Donegall when he
was seized by sudden ailment. James
Murray developed a special medicine to
cure this. This medicine was so successful
that Murray moved to Dublin where he
went on to have a brilliant career. And the
name of this special medicine he invented
- Milk of Magnesia.
Just two examples of the fascinating history
of this small graveyard and, as mentioned
above, there are 14,000 others to go through
because yon didn’t have to be the lord of
the manor to have a history!

The ‘Three Sisters’ Gallows at Carrickfergus where
Antonio De Silva was hanged for murder.
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The history of The Recy
and Victoria Barracks
Last week the oldest building in the immediate New Lodge area
closed for a major refurbishment programme. The Recy, in the
Barrack area, is to receive a £600,000 facelift which will see many
sections of the this historic building restored to their former glory.
But what do we know about this building? Well we know that it
was the gymnasium of the old barracks but in turn what do we
know about the old barracks?
Today nothing remains of the original Belfast Barrack which stood
in the lower Falls area of West Belfast. What does remain is the
name, Barrack Street, and needless to say this is built on one of the
most historical spots of the modern city of Belfast. In the very
earliest records of the town this place had been noted as a military
post, and continued as such up until the early 1800’s, when it was
converted to other uses. The burgesses, in 1642, during the wars
between the English and the Irish, were ‘sesed’ for the building of
a rampart of sods and stone around the town. This crude defence
was entered by several gates, one of them being on what was then
the road to Dublin, and known as the Mill Gate, situated on the site
to the present Castle Street, near where Chapel Lane joins that
thoroughfare.
In Mackey’s History, we are told that the Barracks were built in
Barrack Street in 1737. They were set back from the street about
75 feet, were two stories high, and built of brick.’ The slates were
very thick and of great size, some of them being over three feet
long, whilst the beams were heavy and rude. In the east corner of
the yard stood a small, square two storied house, about 25 feet by
20 feet, which was evidently a guard house, whilst along Barrack
Street, for about 65 feet, stood the officers’ quarters, two stories
high, of considerable length, and about 25 feet wide. The ground

floor was a large room, with a great open fire place, that may have
been used by the guard, and from it were were stairs leading to
what was the officers mess room and sleeping quarters. In the
north corner next the street, built into the walls, was one of the old
Ordnance Stones. The rest of the frontage to Barrack Street was
occupied by a high wall pierced by a double gate, adjoining the
officers quarters, and framed in iron, heavily bolted and barred
from side to side, and sheeted with iron. Close beside this in the
square stood a water pump and small shed. The next map in which
the Barracks are shown is dated 1757, and it gives the buildings
their shape, thus proving that the structure erected in 1737 was the
same as when it was demolished, but the guard room and officers
quarters are not depicted. This map shows the Mill Gate as existing
and the North Gate as removed.
In 1771 Thomas Greg, a merchant of Belfast, had taken some
farms near Ballyclare, from the Marquis of Donegall, over the heads
of the tenants, but could not get anyone to save his harvest. Greg,
who lived in Castle Street, near the present Bank Buildings, was
acquainted with the officers of a Highland Regiment then lying
in the Barracks, and he persuaded them to allow their men to go
out and reap his crops, which they did; but during the night the
dispossessed farmers scattered them to the four winds. The military
were going to renew their operations next day, but the people
assembled in such numbers and appeared so threatening that the
officers thought it better to desist. David Douglas, a young
Templepatrick farmer, was pointed out by one of Greg’s people as
a ringleader and a captain of the Hearts of Steel, an organisation
called into existence by the treatment of Lord Templetown’s, and
had made some spirited remarks to the agent, Hercules Heyland,
with respect to the rents he was exacting on the fall of his lease.
He was arrested on a Friday and lodged in the Barracks.

TOP - The Recy today which is now a community centre.
BOTTOM - The old Artillery Barracks
On the following Sunday his friends and neighbours, rudely armed,
assembled in a body and marched from Templepatrick to Belfast,
laying siege to the Barracks. During this attempt the Barrack gates
were thrown open and the soldiers fired on the people, killing three
of their number - viz., William Russell, Andrew Christy and Robert
Walker, all strong farmers - and wounding many others. The
besiegers then set fire to the house of Waddell Cunningham (which
stood where the Tesco Metro store now stands in Royal Avenue)
and burned it to the ground, and threatened to burn the houses of
Thomas Greg, William Wallace, the Sovereign’s Stewart Banks,
and those of any other of the merchant middlemen in the town.
The prisoner, Douglas, was released from the Barracks, it is
said, on the intercession of Dr Halliday, and was subsequently tried
at Carrickfergus and acquitted.
In a map made by Hugh Smith, in 1790, the main buildings of the
Barracks are shown, also the officers’ quarters and the guard house,
and Mill Street is first shown as being continued straight up to the
Falls, thus obviating the curved road past the Barracks which had
up until then to be taken by travellers to the Falls.
There are now definite facts about the occupation of the Barracks
during the Rebellion of 1798, but it is certain that they were kept
fully occupied and well guarded, for in 1797, as if anticipating
events the Earl of Carhampton, James Cuffe, Ponsonby Moore,
Harry Pomeroy, Frederick French, William Cochayne Brigadier
General Francis John Cradock, John Townsend and William Crosbie
“on behalf of His Most Sacred Majesty King George the Third”
took out a new lease from the Marquis of Donegall “for the lives
of their Royal Highnesses George, Prince of Wales; Frederick,
Duke of York, and William Henry, Duke of Clarence, sons of his
said Majesty, and for the lives of such other persons as should for
ever thereafter be added thereto” at the yearly rent of £12 sterling.
This lease refers to the premises as the Old Barracks, and recites
that they had “been held for many years by the Commissioners for

TOP LEFT - The old barracks which stood in
Barrack Street.
BOTTOM LEFT - An attack on the barracks by
the Hearts of Steel.
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Barracks in Ireland,” and that it had been “found expedient and
necessary to support the said Barracks and to make further additions
thereto for the accommodation of His Majesty’s land forces.”
This lease was enrolled in the Chief Remembrancer’s Office of
His Majesty’s Court of Exchequer in Ireland, the 20th day of
November, 1797. It is probable that the old Barracks would have
fallen into disuse at this time only for the anticipated rising of
1798, as the new Infantry Barracks were built in this year at
Carrickfergus Street (now North Queen Street).
Very little is known about the early history of the new Infantry
Barracks. What is known is that they were built between the
Belfast Poor House and the Artillery Barracks both of which stood
on what is now North Queen Street. The new Barrack was to
remain very much the same when it was built but in the early 1880’s
all this changed. In the Spring of 1883 the original Barrack
accommodation was greatly increased by the addition of two
large blocks of buildings and the purchase of Trainfield House
which was converted into an Officers Mess. The old Artillery
Barracks were absorbed into the new Infantry Barracks as was
the land between it and the old York Street Mill dam which stood
on Churchill Street. A number of new entrances were created with
plans to have the main entrance on Glenravel Street. This was
objected too by the Eye Hospital and Skin Hospital which stood on
that street whose main objection was that the noise of marching
soldiers would disturb the patients. A compromise was reached
and the new main entrance was situated on Henry Place which
was the street leading to the old Cemetery. The work was done in
accordance with Lord Cardwell’s ‘centralisation’ scheme. Now
the Barracks could afford accommodation for ten officers and
182 soldiers, and there were quarters for thirty two married
soldiers and their families. The Barracks, cavalry and infantry,
were sufficiently large to accommodate upward of one thousand
men but during times of disturbance when they could accommodate
up to three thousand men by placing the extra forces under canvas.
The military gymnasium was actually erected before all this work
commenced and both it and the Garrison Church were built in 1879
with the first mention of it appearing in the Belfast Street Directory
the following year.
Over the next few decades more and more buildings were added
until it became one of the largest military bases in Ireland. There
are literally thousands of newspaper reports relating to the
Barracks in the local press from the 1880’s onwards. As would be
expected these involved troop movements and appointments as well
as balls and various forms of sport which took place in the complex.
However there were also more unique coverage and one of the
most interesting tells us that the first hot air balloon flight in
this part of Ireland actually took place in the Barrack square directly
facing what is now the Recy. There were also more sinister reports
appearing. Over the years there have been quite a few unsolved
murders in the Infantry Barracks, some of them being quite horrific.
One of the few solved cases involved a teenage soldier who shot
his corporal and was the first person to be hanged in Crumlin Road
Prison.
The complex remained the Infantry Barracks up until 1901 when
the queen died. It was then remained Victoria Barracks in her
honour. The next major change to take place in the Barrack occurred
over thirty years later but this was neither planned or expected.
On the night of April 15th, 1941, an event took place in Belfast
which, up until then, many people in the city had thought
impossible. The German Luftwaffe began an air raid. Although
this was to have been one of two main raids it was not the first. A
smaller one had occurred which picked out selected targets in the
docks area. Most people thought nothing of this small raid and
were glad to accept the view of the Northern Ireland Cabinet that
Hitler’s bombers could never reach Belfast.
Due to this ignorance Belfast became the most undefended city. It
had no fighter planes, no barrage balloons and only a few anti
aircraft guns, a fact which is extremely hard to believe when the
war had been running for three years.

On the above date one of the largest squadrons of Luftwaffe
bombers, consisting of over 200 planes, left Brittany in the north
of France. Their target - Belfast.
The planes that took part were mainly Heinkel HE III medium
bombers and when they arrived in the city air raid sirens sounded
to warn the local population. This caused a lot of confusion as an
event which many people thought impossible was taking place.
The Civil Defence took up positions with the army manning the
few anti aircraft guns in Victoria Barracks. In the docks smoke
screens were set alight and these were belching out thick black
smoke. When the sirens died down the noise of the approaching
bombers could be heard coming over Carlingford Lough. A few
minutes later the bombing began.
Victoria Barracks was almost completely destroyed in the attack.
The scene inside is described by Jimmy Doherty who was an
air raid warden at the time.
“The barrack was devastated. Large blocks were in ruins,
some of them blazing. The married quarters received a direct
hit resulting in heavy casualties and loss of life. Rescue teams
were busily engaged trying to recover bodies or others who could
be brought out alive. This was the sight that met us as we passed
along with one of the guards from the gate who directed us through
the area and gave us a running commentary as we went along. We
could see more new fires were blazing fiercely in the buildings
used as stores.
‘The gunners collected a packet’ was how our guide described a
direct hit on a gun crew. A group of A.T.S. girls perished in this
attack as did some more when a bomb hit their quarters. Our
informant told us that about 30 A.T.S. were killed. he told of further
major damage at the far end of the barrack as we cut of between
two large blocks.”
The German bombs continued to be dropped for most of the
night and the aircraft crews dropped frightening flares which were
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designed to light up the night so that they could identify targets.
Various bombs were dropped on these including fire bombs,
landmines (which were suspended from parachutes) and antihandling devices which were particularly lethal as they were
designed to explode once someone touched it. Because the New
Lodge area contained and was surrounded by Luftwaffe targets it
became the most heavily bombed area of Belfast.
The Luftwaffe Blitz signalled the beginning of the end for
Victoria Barracks. For a start it was almost destroyed and was
no longer a safe area for troops. The buildings which were
destroyed were never rebuilt and where required only
temporary nissan style huts were erected. After the war the base
was mainly vacated by the regular army units and Victoria Barracks
was mainly used by the T.A. and various Civil Defence Units. At
this time the army gym was used to train auxiliary fire fighters
and therefore never saw the use it was accustomed to before the
war. In the 1950’s it was decided that Victoria Barracks would go
and a new housing scheme constructed on its site. Work began on
this in the early part of the 1960’s and included the seven high rise
tower blocks which are a major feature of the area today.
The old army gym was not demolished.
It remained as did a row of officers houses which were built in the
1930’s. The gym remained derelict for a number of years but
at the start of the Troubles local residents opened it up and began
to use it as a Recreation Centre (hence the name’Recy). Because
the housing scheme was under the Belfast Corporation The Recy
was their property and when this became the Belfast City Council
they decided to convert it into a Community Centre. A new
extension was added on and the building was opened as North
Queen Street Community Centre in 1979.
Today this building, along with a few sections of wall, are all that
remain of the old Infantry Barracks.

BELOW - Auxiliary firemen being trained at the Recy

Page 80

North Belfast - A Scattered History

Swinging a child by the leg and
a dead body in a graveyard!
hroughout my series in the North
Belfast News I have often looked
back at some of the cases which came
before the magistrates in the Victorian Belfast
Courtroom. As it has been a while since I done
this I thought I would compensate with a quick
look back starting on the 2nd of February 1895

T

Agnes McComish was arrested in the
Belfast Workhouse after stealing a coat
from her mistress who lived on the
Antrim Road

A DISHONEST SERVANT
Agnes McComish, a young girl, was charged
with stealing a jacket, value 21s, belonging to
Mrs McLaughlin, her mistress, who lives on the
Antrim Road. The prisoner had only been in
the service of Mrs McLaughlin a few days when
she absconded taking with her the jacket.
Sergeant Cleary subsequently arrested her in the
Belfast Workhouse. The prisoner was sentenced
to fourteen days hard labour.

16th February, 1895
YOUTHFUL OFFENDERS
Sergeant Kane charged two brothers named
William and Arthur McKittrick, under fifteen
years of age, with having burglariously entered
the spirit grocery of James Gorman,
Albertbridge Road, on the night of the 4th and
stolen therefrom five bottles of wine, a quantity
of porter, and a number of cigars. The accused
pleaded guilty to having entered the premises,
but denied having taken the wine and porter.
The accuseds step mother had handed the
sergeant some cigars, and stated that the boys
had been smoking during the day.
The court then made an order committing the
prisoners to the Malone Protestant Reformatory
for five years.
2nd March 1895
AN INCORRIGIBLE
Mary Ann Rocks was sentenced to one months
imprisonment for drunkenness and disorderly
conduct. It appeared that the accused had only
been discharged from prison that morning, and
that she had 197 convictions recorded against
her. She stated to the court that she was a martyr
to gaol, and that imprisonment did her no good.

MATRIMONIAL TROUBLES
Robert Patterson was charged with having used
threatening words to his wife. The parties had
been married thirty five years, and from the
evidence of the prosecution it appeared that the
prisoner was addicted to drink, and frequently
threatened her. On Wednesday he ordered her
out of the house, stating that, in case of refusal,
he would make short work of her. He was put
under a rule of bail - himself in £10, and two
sureties of £5 each.

A ROGUE AND VAGABOND
A licensed convict named John Boyle was
charged by Constable James with being a rogue
and a vagabond.
The prisoner, it appeared, was found in an
unoccupied house in Law’s Court, off North
Street, and when arrested he resisted violently.
It was stated that there was at present an
adjourned case hanging over the accused for
having failed to report himself, being a licensed
convict. Since his release from Mountjoy Prison
he had not notified his movements to the police.
He was sentenced to one months imprisonment.

1st June 1895
ASSAULTING FATHER AND MOTHER
An army reserve man named George Cole was
charged with assaulting his father and mother
the previous night. George got too much drink
and came home and struck his father on the
face, and threatened to take his life. He
assaulted his mother by striking her on the head.
He also broke a number of panes of glass and
smashed the door.
Five months imprisonment was ordered.

6th April, 1895
LARCENY OF A HAT
Sergeant McGowan charged Sarah Rankin with
stealing a hat, the property of Mrs McKenna,
Shankill Road. The prisoner walked into the
shop on Saturday and put the hat under her
shawl and walked away. She had not gone far
until she was observed and handed over to the
police. Six months imprisonment was ordered.

CRUELTY TO A CHILD
A young woman named Catherine Bradley
appeared in the dock with a child in arms to
answer a charge of having been drunk and
disorderly and with having cruelly ill treated her
child. The constable who effected her arrest
said she was swinging the child round her by
the leg. She was in a state of intoxication. The
prisoner’s husband stated that his wife was
continually drinking and had pawned everything
in the house. The accused was ordered to be
incarcerated for one calendar month with hard
labour.

A COOL THIEF
On Saturday evening William Graham walked
up to Mr Newell’s shop in North Street, took
down a suit of clothes that was hanging at the
door, and coolly walked away.
He did not, however, get away unobserved. An
assistant who saw his movements raised an
alarm, and Constable Martin gave chase, and
after following the prisoner through half a
dozen streets succeeded in capturing him.
The magistrates came to the conclusion that
six months hard labour would do Graham some
good.

29th June, 1895
BODY FOUND IN SHANKILL
GRAVEYARD
John McCurry, residing in Chatham Street, was
put forward, charged on remand with having,
as alleged, neglected to bury the dead body of
his child, which was found in the Shankill
Graveyard a few days ago. Head-Constable
Donoghue was the complainant in the case. Mr
Spiller, who prosecuted, said that from inquiries
made in the case the police did not wish to
proceed any further in the matter. The
magistrates discharged the accused from
custody.

North Belfast - A Scattered History

Page 81

The United Irishmen and the Freemasons
ast weekend (21st September 2003) as
part of European Heritage Day, many
of Belfast’s older buildings were opened
to the public. One of these was the large
Masonic Hall in Rosemary Street which is not
really all that old but no doubt one of the city’s
most interesting buildings. To be honest I would
have loved to have went in and seen around but
I was in Maastricht so I really don’t think I could
have made it. On the entrance to this Masonic
Hall is a large memorial plaque to the United
Irish leader Henry Joy McCracken who was
hanged nearby for his part in the Irish Rebellion
of 1798.

L

Because of our perception of Irish history there
are many people who would ask ‘what is a
memorial to an Irish Republican doing on a
Masonic building?’ Well the answer is actually
quite simple and it is the fact that Henry Joy
McCracken was a Freemason as were quite a
few of his comrades. The United Irishmen were
actually based on the workings of the
Freemasons and their early name was the
‘Brotherhood’ which stuck even after it was
renamed the Society of United Irishmen, an
interesting title considering that the Masons are
still known as the Brotherhood.

Henry Joy McCracken and William Drennan were Freemasons. In fact, in founding the
United Irishmen Drennan established it around the workings of the Masonic Lodge

Before the United Irishmen’s rebellion in 1798
the Government had stated that every single
member of the Belfast Society of United
Irishmen was also a Freemason and many
military raids were carried out on Masonic
meetings and arrests made. In Belfast the
military had many squealers who informed them
of these activities and in Dublin it was a similar
story. In fact one of the most notorious touts in
that city was a man named Arthur Guinness who
used his ‘rewards’ to establish quite a large
brewing company. As a result of information
being fed to them the Government prevented
the establishment of new Masonic lodges shortly
before the rebellion as the United Irishmen were
using them to recruit new members.
Most of the United Irishmen buried in North
Belfast’s Clifton Street Cemetery were
Freemasons including the movements founder
William Drennan. Henry Joy McCracken was a
member of Lodge 783, Thomas McCabe a
member of Lodge 684 and his son, William also
being a Freemason. Samuel Kennedy, who
printed the movements paper the Northern Star,
was a member of Lodge 762 and prominent
United Irishman William Orr was not only a
member but was also given a large Masonic
funeral after he was hanged in 1797.
So when you dander up Rosemary Street and
look at the large Masonic memorial to Henry
Joy McCracken then at least now you’ll know
why its there.

There are many of us who have fond memories of the houses which once made up old
Belfast. Like all things past we only seem to remember the good things and when it
comes to these old houses we seem to forget just how bad they really were. This
picture is of Little York Street as it was at the height of Victorian times. The house to
the right where the lady is standing at the door was actually a shop and the small street
just up a bit was Henry’s Lane. Up this small street the houses would have been in a
worse condition than those in the picture. The Belfast Street Directory of 1885 informs
us that up this lane there were three small houses and when they are listed in the directories in this way then we know that they were indeed slum houses. None of these
houses would have had running water as this was usually obtained through a shared tap
at the end of one of the streets were there would also have been a shared toilet. There
was no such thing as a damp proof course so all would have been riddled with dampness and dry rot which would also have been perfect conditions for woodworm. Today
many of us are far from happy with our living conditions but try and imagine what it
must have been like for the generations before us living in conditions like this!
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The North Belfast School
Which Had An Armed Rebellion

T

oday there are many schools throughout
North Belfast but one of the oldest (if
not the oldest) is the Belfast Royal
Academy situated on the Cliftonville Road. This
obviously gives the institution a very long
history but how many people are aware that an
armed rebellion was once staged in the school?
The scene of this rebellion was not at the
Cliftonville Road premises but in the old school
which was situated in Academy Street (hence
the streets name).
In the schools early years one of those who had
taken it over was The Rev. William Bruce.
Bruce, described by the sister of William
Drennan (founder of the United Irishmen) as
‘henpecked’ made many changes one of which
was to abolish the Easter holiday’s. Needless
to say this did not go down to well and in the
twilight hours of the 12th of April, 1792, a
number of the pupils sneaked out of their
dormitory, seized five pistols and a considerable
amount of ammunition as well as a
large’quantity of food, and barricaded
themselves into the maths room. A short time
later Bruce was informed of the matter and told
them that if they gave up the matter would go
no further. His wife told them to accept the offer
but when she turned to go the boys opened fire
on her. Mr and Mrs Bruce were so outraged
and after obtaining a crowbar they tried to smash
their way into the room but retreated after
coming under a considerable amount of gunfire.

Secondly
One only for every new boarder (this is
customary in every school)
Thirdly
Permit any boy asked out to any Gentleman’s
house on Sunday to stay to nine o’clock in the
evening.
Fourthly
Allow any boy asked out on Saturday to stay till
nine o’clock on Sunday.
Fifthly
That you will not shorten our vacation.
Sixthly
That you will neither cause to be beat nor
expelled any boy after we surrender.

To Conclude
As our conditions are not difficult to be granted
we hope that you Gentlemen, professors of
liberty, will incline a favourable ear to our
request. If, Gentlemen, you grant our request
and Dr Bruce will pledge his honour to see the
articles herein required performed we will
immediately surrender.
After further deliberations and a promise that
they would not be beaten the boys surrendered.
The Rev. Bruce lied and the following day they
were each taken to the common hall and
whipped in front of the schools Patrons and
other pupils until their blood flowed from their
backs - a practice the Rev. Bruce carried out
quite freely even without an armed rebellion.

The school’s president, John Holmes, was sent
for but he was also fired upon as was a mason
who tired to pour water down a chimney. The
sovereign of Belfast (the Rev. William Bristow)
arrived and he informed the boys that the firing
of pistols was a capital offence but he was
informed that he would be shot in the wig if he
did not go even though two of the rebels were
relatives.
A letter was sent to the committee which read:We the supposed rebellious students of the
Belfast Academy, having repeatedly applied to
Dr Bruce for holidays at Easter, which he has
as often refused us (although he granted it to
those who go home every Saturday) have now,
after the example of other schools (contrary
to our own inclination) taken up arms to
endeavour to gain by force what was denied to
us by entreaty. Any Gentleman will not hesitate
to imagine that the Strictness of the Rules of
this Academy is intolerable. The conditions
on which we will surrender are the following:First
Allow us for holidays, three days at Easter and
two at Whitsuntide.

Junction of Donegall Street and Academy Street showing the principals house at the corner.
Inset – The–Rev. William Bruce
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The Story of a Runaway tram
Sometimes an event occurs in history that is totally made up and
with the passing of time its seems to become fact. Take for example the case of the Trinity Street Ghost in the Carrick Hill area.
At the time this was a bit of a yarn that got completely out of hand
but as time passes more and more people claim to have seen it
and stretch the story to unbelievable lengths. it is also the same
the other way which events that did happen are completely dismissed with the passing of time. One such case is the runaway
tramcar which crashed into the Phoenix Bar on the Antrim Road.
People dismiss this story as nonsense as generations pass but it
really is true although it hardly touched the actual Phoenix Bar.
The tram driver left for a few moments and obviously forgot to
put on the brake. The tram then sped down the Cliftonville Road
and into Turner's Boot Shop which was situated where Clifton
Carpets is today. The story of what occurred is told in the Northern Whig newspaper of Thursday, 14th February, 1946:-

RUNAWAY TRAMCAR CRASHES INTO CITY SHOP
A driverless tramcar careered down the Cliftonville Road yesterday and crashed into a bootmaker’s shop adjacent to the Phoenix
public-house, after jumping the points at the Antrim Road junction. Five passengers three women and two children escaped
with minor injuries.
It was the third time that there had been such an occurrence on
the same road in the past 25 years, but the first in which any of
the passengers sustained injury.
WOMAN ‘BAILS OUT’
The injured passengers, who were all treated at the Mater Hospital were:- Mrs Margaret Ellis, 18 Deerpark Drive, bruises to her
arm and leg and shock; Mrs Maud Curtis, 18 Alliance Avenue,
(minor injuries) Mrs Dorothy Gilliland, 16 Alliance Parade, shock
and abrasions, and her two children George, aged 4, head injuries and bruises, and Raymond aged 2 shock and abrasions.
The Cliftonville terminus is at the top of a steep gradient. At the
end of the outward journey there is a temporary halt, and the
brakes are applied.
After the passengers had mounted the stationary tram, which was
in the outward bound bay, the vehicle, apparently without any
visible cause, moved on the city bound track while the driver and
conductor were in the public convenience near the Westland Road.
The tram started to speed up and the noise brought a tramwayman
out hot foot. He flagged a passing lorry and gave chase, drawing

level with the tram, but the momentum was such that he could not
essay the jump to get on board.
The vehicle cleared the points at the Antrim Road junction and
the wheels cut sharply into the flagstone. This slowed it up, and
the impact when it crashed into the shop was not as severe as it
might have been although the tram practically shaved off one
side of the premises.
Mr. Lorence Turnerm, who owns the shop, and his assistant Mr.
Henry Loane who were working at a bench, had a lucky escape.
The noise of the tram as it tore up the sidewalk attracted their
attention and they hustled themselves to the back of the shop as
the front wall collapsed.

Mr. Loane had a minor leg injury caused by a falling brick, but
Mr. Turner was unhurt.
Mrs. Ellis said that when the lorry drew level she asked the tramway man what to do, but the noise was so great they could not
hear each other speak. She decided to “bail out” and jumped off
near the Royal Academy. The contents of her shopping bag were
strewn all over the roadway, while her watch and spectacles were
smashed.
A lucky escape indeed for the passengers but an even luckier escape for anybody coming out of the Phoenix legless.

You can read Joe’s North Belfast
features every week in the

£4.50
Did You Know?
• The first execution in Crumlin Road Prison was carried out by a
hangman who himself was a prisoner
• The real founder of Irish Republicanism lies buried in North Belfast
• North Belfast was the most heavily bombed during the German Luftwaffe
Blitz
• A section of the New Lodge was once used for duelling
• The first family victims of the Titanic were from North Belfast
• Two of Ireland’s largest ‘famine’ graves are situated in North Belfast
• Ten American airmen died when their bomber smashed into Cavehill
during World War II
• One of North Belfast’s main public parks was closed on its opening due
to vandalism - in 1887!
• The inventor of Milk of Magnesia lies buried in Clifton Street Cemetery
• One of North Belfast’s oldest schools once had an armed rebellion
These are just a few facts that you will discover about North Belfast
within the pages of this publication by one of Belfast’s most famous
local historians, Joe Baker. This is a collection of his articles which
have appeared in the North Belfast News and range from brutal
murders right through to fascinating local stories. It’s a must for
any ‘Northie’ but makes a brilliant read even if you have a passing
interest in the Belfast of old.

