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FOREWORD 

The stories and poems contained in this booklet were 
drawn from c21 Theatre Company’s ‘Through the Glass’ 
– The Reminiscence Project in 2020. This project saw a
series of short films produced from the stories and 
reminiscences of  residents in care homes, nursing 
homes and residential and day care settings across 
Northern Ireland.  

‘Through the Glass’  helped to stimulate conversations 
among residents and create personal stories.  We were 
delighted when this collaborative project proved so 
successful. It has been a privilege to have these stories 
shared with us. With so many stories to choose from, the 
challenge for us was deciding which ones to use for the 
films. 

After the project, we quickly realised that there was still 

a huge demand amongst the facilities we had worked 

with for interaction and engagement with residents.     

The creation of this booklet enabled us to provide a 
platform for all the reminiscences contributed by 
residents to ‘Through the Glass’.  Going forward, we
hope that this will leave a lasting legacy for potential
future projects, while sharing some wonderful stories in 
the process.      

STEPHEN KELLY, DIRECTOR OF c21 THEATRE COMPANY 

Information about the ‘Through the Glass’ project is 
available at www.c21theatrecompany.com 
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INTRODUCTION 

‘Through the Glass’ reflects the separation from society 
of residents in care and nursing homes during the 
current pandemic. It also reflects the need for the 
project to operate within Covid-19 guidelines.  ‘Through 
the Glass’ transcended these issues by creating 
connections between residents, their families and 
communities. 

Over 130 individuals in care homes and other 
residential settings took part in reminiscence sessions,
facilitated by their Activities Coordinators, in the final 
months of 2020.  The Activities Coordinators elicited 
stories and memories, using a series of questions sent 
by c21 to engage residents in reminiscing, individually
and in groups. To generate stories and memories, they 
also used photographs and memory boxes loaned by 
local museums: the  Armagh County Museum, the NI 
War Memorial Museum,  the Irish Linen & Lisburn 
Museum and The Newry and Mourne Museum. These 
loan boxes contained historical items ranging from 
powdered milk from WWII to 1970s shoes.  

The reminiscences were collated and transformed into 
scenes for the films by writers Tom Rowntree-Finlay 
and Gary Wilson, and poems by poet Shelley Tracey, 
who also collated and edited this booklet.  The scenes 
were included in five short films on the themes of home, 
community, school, going out and work.  Participating 
nursing homes received copies of the films on DVD; 
these films were also broadcast on c21’s YouTube 
channel.  
The reminiscences gathered by the project present vivid 
details of the school days, personal, social and working 
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lives of local people. The ‘Through the Glass’ project and 
this booklet showcase and celebrate the lives and 
experiences of older people in our community, from a 
range of places, backgrounds and life experiences.  

The last part of the booklet gives suggestions for 
facilitating reminiscence sessions with older people, 
drawing on the many stories represented here.  

This booklet shares all of the memories and stories 

gathered for the project: those which appeared in the

film in the form of poems and scenes, and also those not

included.  

To ensure anonymity, the names of individuals do not

appear, with a few exceptions. The stories and poems 

in the following pages bring together the voices of 

many people, in their own words.   They have only been 

edited where necessary to provide a context. 

c21 Cast and Crew recording poems at Sentry Hill 
Historic House and Visitor Centre, Newtownabbey 
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THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE HOME 
by Shelley Tracey  

Home was the place where everybody knew each other, 
where everybody was your friend, where neighbours 
always helped each other, made you dinners, let you
watch TV if you didn’t have your own. 

Home was a neighbourhood where everyone was 
welcome, the front door always opened wide, people’s 
pockets always open to somebody in need. We never 
lived in fear until the Troubles; everybody got along. 

Home was all the streets where the children played  
with friends, kick the tin and tig, football, hopscotch, 
throwing spiky snowballs and sliding on the ice. 

Home was a two-up two-down, home was a family 
of thirteen gathered round the oven. 
We lived in the kitchen, which was really  
the family room, and ate in a small scullery. 

Home was snow, right up the hallway one winter. 
Home had a tidy quiet front room for special visitors. 
Home was eggcups on the doorstep for the milkman 
to protect the milk from the pecking birds. 

Home was your own small patch of garden, fed  
by the leavings from the rag and bone man’s horse, 
gathered in a bucket when he’d gone.  

Home was a radio chittering all day, 
with your father dancing in the hall  
to Irish country music.  
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Home was a record player whirling,  
the teapot always full.   
Home was our Mam ironing stains out 
with a sheet of smooth brown paper.  
the iron made in the shipyard. 

Home was the kitchen table where everybody 
gathered, sipping vegetable soup and barley,  
with creamy champ and loads of butter,  
and Mammy’s soda bread fresh off the griddle,  
spread with home-made damson jam. 
Home was the Sunday roast with all the trimmings, 
where wee boys pushed their tin cars under the table. 

Home was goose for Christmas,  
Dolly mixtures, and my favourite Fry’s Cream,  
and Mummy’s Christmas cakes and puddings,  
prepared months before and smelling heavenly.  
Home was where Mummy cooked for the countryside, 
and could make a feast from nothing.  

Home was the houses in Tandragee where the nurse  
in her smart uniform went round the place with horse 
and cart, visiting the elderly and sick.  And when her 
work was done, she called in at the pub to drag out her 
drunken brother, who always spent too long there. 

Home was the place where folk were born and nursed, 
where women worked at home and not outside of it,  
to take care of their families if anyone was poorly.  

For a country girl from Poyntzpass,  
home in my heart has never changed,
and also never will. 
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SCHOOLDAYS  
by Shelley Tracey 

Memories that linger of our schooldays, at Mayobridge, 
at Bessbrook School, St Patrick’s and St Clare’s. 

Hurrying to get there for the start of school at 9am,  
lucky if your shoes were new, not your cousin’s 
hand-me-downs, which pinched you as you walked. 

Some of us had satchels, some had books tied up 
with twine. Girls and boys in different classes,    
a strict headmaster, Mr. Dara, our teachers  
were the nuns, and Mrs. Goose and Mrs. Gray. 

In Geography, a big map of the world 
pulled down across the blackboard.  
The teacher then would call you up  
to point some places out.  

The smoky smell of fire in the winter classroom. 
In the centre of the room, the stage for  
our Nativity plays. Our families came to watch. 
I made myself a frock in sewing class.  

We learnt to knit; squares for making blankets,  
socks and scarves. If you had no money for the wool,
your ma would wash a jumper, pull it all apart,  
then wrap the wool around a chair until 
it was unthreaded and send it in to school. 

Singing in the choir meant going to Sunday Mass,
or the teacher giving off to you for not attending. 
One day at Mass, that Nessa Smith pulled down  
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my heavy petticoat to raise a laugh or two. 
It did not make me smile.  

Money also needed for cookery lessons in the Tech. 
We picked ripe blackberries  
to sell at Mr. Blackstork's shop  
to make the money for the jotters for our classes. 

The sounds of school days linger in our memories.

The clanging of the bell when school began at 9am,
and at start and end of break time, 
grace time, lunch time, home time.  

The scrape of chalk along the blackboard made us 
cringe. Doing our sums and spellings on small tablets, 
a crack across the knuckles with a cane for all mistakes.  

Breaktime, and the clatter and the natter 
in the schoolyard.  We played football and rounders, 
our marbles clashed together: the waterloos, the taws, 
the glassies and wee dingers. Oh, the shouts  
of “Knuckle your trig and shoot like a pig!” 
The waterloos, the taws, the glassies and wee dingers. 

The bash of conkers brought to school 
for competitions,  
kept warm to harden them 
to help your chance of winning. 

Skipping in the schoolyard, 
singing skipping songs.  



9 

Jelly on the plate, jelly on the plate 
Goes wibble, wobble, wibble, wobble, 
Jelly on the plate. 
I am a little Irish girl dressed in blue 
Here are the things I like to do: 
Salute to the captain, bow to the queen 
Turn my back on the submarine. 
I can do the tap dance, I can do the splits 
I can do the Hokey Cokey, just like this. 

The tastes of school days linger in our memories.  
Cool water from lead drinking cups 
on chains there in the yard, 
or going back home for dinner, 
or munching pieces with our friends.  

At 3pm when school was over,  
buying penny sweets from O’Hagan’s,  
or crispy chips at Curley’s for the journey home. 

School friends were the best friends.
School days linger in our memories.  

Memory Loan Box from Newry & Mourne Museum 
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CLASSROOM REMINISCENCES 

‘In Winter, when we went into our classroom, there was 
a big round fire in the middle of the classroom. The 
teacher gave us turns warming ourselves up.’ 

‘I used to hate the sound of chalk on the blackboard.’ 

‘We would use small blackboards to do our sums and 
spellings. If the teacher was walking by and see that you 
had made a mistake, she would give you a crack on the
knuckles with the cane.’ 

‘There were no school dinners in our school, so we
would go home at 1pm, where mummy would have a big 
dinner ready for us and my father, who worked in 
Bessbrook Mill.  The Mill horn would blow at 1.25pm, 
and we had to go back to school, and daddy went back 
to work.’ 

‘Each day I went into school, I would go to the Convent 
and help one of the elderly nuns down to the School.’ 

‘We would get wee bottles of milk at 11am. No one liked 
the ones with the holes on the top of the lid, because you 
knew the birds had pecked at them.’ 

‘A girl used to sit in front of me in the classroom.  I would 
watch the nits running up her head. My Granny said, 
“Don’t you go near her, because if you get nits in your 
lovely long hair, it will have to be cut up short, as we
would never get them out.” I hated the smell of the stuff 
they put on your hair to get rid of the nits.’ 



11 

‘Every day, the Nun would pick someone to tell everyone 
what they were praying for. When I told her that I had 
nothing to pray for, she grabbed me by the ear and took 
me outside the door, and I was made to stand there until 
I thought of something to pray for!’ 

‘One day in class, we were told to sing a song, and I
thought I knew all the words.  The teacher told me I was 
wrong.  I said I wasn’t, because my daddy had the record 
at home, and we would always play it.  It wasn’t until 
years later that I discovered that the record jumped a 
whole verse.’ 

‘I was known as the class clown, and one day Sister Paul
had left the room and the girls egged me on to play the
piano. As I was pretending to be Beethoven, I didn’t hear 
Sister Paul enter the room. She slapped me over the 
head, and I was made to stand facing the wall for an 
hour.’ 

‘The teacher was the only one allowed to write on the
blackboard, but one day I was caught drawing stick men 
and women and I got the ruler three times on the left 
hand as I wrote with the right one and Sister Paul didn’t
want me to have an excuse not to be able to do my 
schoolwork.’ 

‘Myself and a friend wore trousers to school one day, as 
we didn’t have a uniform. The Nun found out and she 
slapped us with the ruler, told us that we must never 
wear trousers, as it wasn’t lady like.’ 

(with thanks to the Rockfield Care Home residents for 
these stories) 
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STORIES ABOUT KINDNESS

‘In our community, we went out of our way to help 
anyone who didn’t fit in. We were raised to be kind’. 

‘My mother was a helpful person in our community. She 
baked soda bread for the poor, and people used to come 
to her for help.’ 

‘The grocer was so kind when Mammy had no money.
He let her pay on tick, just a bit a week.’ 

‘There was a really helpful lady called Cathy Windsor. 
She was kind and really well-spoken. She would have 
shopped for the elderly, and also for people who were
ill. She minded people’s children to let them go out to
work and attend appointments.’ 

‘Granny Black helped the nurse deliver babies and she 
had a cure for almost any ill.’ 

‘Martha Smith delivered babies at home in Lurgan for 
two shillings a time, but she very rarely got paid because 
nobody had any money. On most occasions, she was so 
kind, and gave her life selflessly to help young mothers. 
When she died, she had nothing, not even what would 
have buried her.’ 

MEMORIES OF GROWING UP 

‘When I was growing up, I went to school in Ligoniel. We 
needed money to live, not to go on holidays and have
treats. I went to Miss Dunnes’ Business School and 
studied shorthand and typing. I then went to work in 
Harland and Wolff. It was a very good job. When I met 
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my husband, we grew to love each over time and he 
grew more good-looking to me as well. Marrying him 
has brought me the most happiness in my life. During 
the war we kept the blinds down, went to the shelters at 
night and brought a newspaper with us.’ 

WAR TIME REMINISCENCES 

‘When the sirens went, everyone had to head for the 
shelters. Some of the shelters were hit, and people died. 
You had blackout curtains you pulled across, so the
planes flying across would not see the lights.’ 

‘I belonged to the WI. It was non-denominational and it
was enjoyed by ladies throughout the land, known for
their bottling of fruit during the war, knitting socks for
the soldiers, and even helping in the munitions factory.’ 

‘After the war, as time went by, people started to become 
more wealthier, and more food was available, and better
housing. The quality of the food was much better. The 
soldiers were still here in the 1950s. The girls swooned
over them.’  

Memory Loan Box, NI War Museum 
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MEMORIES ABOUT INTERESTS AND ACTIVITIES 

‘We were in Guides as children. I went on to become a 
leader.’ 

‘I travelled into Lurgan to go to a Youth Club.’ 

‘I used to go to the music shop and look at the piano in 
the window and bought myself a mouth organ; I was 
only a kid.  I didn’t learn the guitar until I was 41; my 
family encouraged me to start singing. I sang and played 
about the house.  When I started to do gigs, two fellas 
played along with me.’ 

‘I wanted to be Shirley Temple. Her life was dancing and
singing ‘Animal crackers in my soup,’ so I wanted to 
learn Tap Dancing and went to Eia Street to learn.’ 

‘Church was a huge part of my life. When we were young, 
Sunday school played a big part in our lives. ‘  

‘I loved our outings with the Sunday school. Mummy 
gave me money for some chips and a gypsy’s warning: 
don’t you go and get all wet and sandy on the beach!’ 
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OUT AND ABOUT: REMINISCENCES 

‘I loved to go to Gran and Grandad every Sunday, all the 
way to Glenarm, dressed in our Sunday best.’ 

‘I loved going to visit my cousin on a farm just outside 
Bangor.  I loved just breathing in fresh air, going to bring 
the cows down, cutting corn and tying it up, harvesting 
the hay.’ 

‘We loved to go on outings - to Dungannon for the day, 
to go round all the shops, or on a trip out to the beach or 
zoo.’ 

‘I loved our WI outings to Warrenpoint or Newcastle, 
first a nice wee church talk, then a walk down by the sea, 
and ending with a good feed in the church hall, and then 
home.’    

‘We loved to go on outings on the bus to Blackrock, 
Omeath, great fun on the way there, not back till very 
late.’  

‘The bus runs to Newcastle or Bangor were great. I
remember all the singing and laughter on the way, the 
funfairs, the swings and slot machines. We loved the 
jukebox and picked our songs out and listened to then 
over and over. The journey back, we all talked about the 
day we had, the things we did and our winnings.’ 
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ALL THE GOOD TIMES GOING OUT
by Shelley Tracey 

Oh boy oh boy, how I loved going out, 
Oh boy oh boy, how I loved music,  
Oh boy oh boy how I loved dancing.

If I could, I would do the same all over again,  
dancing at the Officers’ Club, dancing at the Tango,  
dancing with American soldiers at the Floral Hall.  
How they could dance. I loved the dance hall at Ardoyne, 
the singers so good looking.  

Oh boy oh boy I loved the Plaza, 
cups of tea along the counter,  
the big bands from the wireless  
who came across the water  
to play so we could dance.  

I learnt to dance at Billy Neely’s studio,  
You always got a partner there to dance with you. 
I loved to dress up for the dancing,  
wear tight skirts and shoes this high. 

I loved it when my friend said  
that I was best of all the dancers 
I loved it then to see them there,   
standing in a line to dance with me. 
Oh boy oh boy, how I loved dancing. 

Walking home together after,
chats about the fun we had, 
that felt so great. 
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Oh boy oh boy, how I loved going out. 
If I could, I would do the same, 
I would do the same, all over again. 

MEMORIES OF GOING OUT 

DANCING 
‘The Holy Family was one of the dances we went to. 
Everyone knew you. We would gather round the big pole 
chatting and looking around to see who you knew.  I 
wore a tight skirt and really high heels. It was really 
exciting, and  the music was great.  The singer came from 
England - you used to hear him on the wireless.’ 

‘I didn’t go to dance halls. Any dances we had were held 
in houses I went to, so you didn’t really dress up, just 
wore a wee frock. I wasn’t very good at dancing:  I only 
did simple dances and made the steps up as I went along. 
But how I loved to dance.’ 

DRESSING UP 

‘Where I worked, they had the Officers’ Club every 
Wednesday at 1 o’clock. Work used to let us finish early 
so we could go. The style of the men was something else, 
with their suits the best of style; that’s what we loved to 
watch. I loved to wear my Mrs Millar’s-style hat going 
out.’ 

‘Oh yes; you got all dressed up to go out; I loved it, I used 
to go round the shops to see the latest new look. My 
sister would run up a few things. She was very good on 
the machine. I was a Tailoress, and loved doing the detail 
to add the finishing touches.’ 
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GOING TO THE CINEMA 

‘I had to wait until I was working to go to the cinema; not 
much money then. I would often stay with an elderly 
couple who were childless and help them out about the
house and get messages, and they would give me some 
money to go to the cinema.’ 

‘When I got my pay packet, I gave it to my mother, and 
she gave me some for myself. I spent this on cinema, 
going out with my friends, and a few drinks.’ 

‘Money was tight, ach sure, people didn’t have much 
then,  but we were happy. I loved going to the pictures. 
It was 3d downstairs and 6d upstairs.  Even though my 
mummy didn’t have a lot, she would always give me the 
money to go. I did have some makeup, not much, but 
would get dressed up, a little bit of makeup on, and off 
with friends to the pictures.  When we got there, we had 
to stand in a long queue. When the doors opened, you 
got squashed in the rush.’ 

‘I loved going to the cinema. The place I remember was 
Joe’s Cinema. At the start, you paid with a jam jar, then a
while later it cost sixpence to get in. One time while we 
were standing waiting to get in, we heard a Scottish 
band playing. They wore kilts, and when they turned the 
corner, their kilts went up. We laughed, and everyone 
else clapped.’ 
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MEMORIES OF SINGING 

‘I was always singing and learnt to play the piano. I love 
music and singing.  All my life I loved to sing in choirs.  I
was in Star of The Sea Choir. We won the cup, and I was 
so proud.’ 

SINGING WITH PAVAROTTI

No-one believed me when I said I sang on stage with 
Luciano Pavarotti.   

I was in the local church choir,  and when I started
working, I joined the Bangor Ladies Choir. We sang in 
the Opera House with the Italian Choir as part of Opera 
Week.  We fundraised to get the Italian singers over.   

The best part of the week was singing on stage with 
Luciano Pavarotti.  When he went out on stage, we were 
transfixed. He sang the verses; we sang the chorus. In 
those days, he wasn’t all that well-known. It was his 
professional debut in the UK.  He was terrific, and after
that night, 7 May 1963, he became top in the singing 
world. The next day, it was in the papers. 

We were all so chuffed when we said we sang with 
Pavarotti; what glory it was when you could say you 
stood on stage with Luciano Pavarotti. 

Who knew that evening, so early in his career,  that he 
would become one of the world's greatest opera stars? 
When he was interviewed, he always said that he made 
his debut in Belfast in Madame Butterfly. 
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ADVENTURES IN BOXING – PAT MCCRORY 

Pat McCrory is a member of  the walking group at Inniscoole Day
Centre. His participation in ‘Through the Glass’ prompted 
memories of his successes as  former  boxing manager, trainer, 
and Ulster boxing president: he started his own boxing club,  
Elmfield BC, which later became the very successful
Glengormley Club.  Pat was an international-class referee, 
played a part in many Olympics games, and brought the World 
Amateur Boxing Championships to the Odyssey Arena in 2001.  
Pat’s  story featured in the Irish News and in c21 Theatre 
Company’s film, ‘Community’, available to watch on the
company’s YouTube channel. 

In Pat’s own words: ‘I was born at New Dock Street, just
outside the dock gates… it doesn’t exist anymore.  

‘I was a docker from I was 15, same as my father, my 
grandfather, I don’t know about my great-grandfather 
… it was just in the family. To be a docker, your father
had to be a docker, you got a button that was passed on, 
then your father was allowed so many sons to be
dockers then – depending on the need for them. Now  
I don’t think we’ve any! 

‘I went up to join St Joseph’s Youth Club at the corner of
Henry Street; my mates were all in the PT [physical 
training]. When I went up, they said, “What’s your 
name? What age are you?” “Six.” “No, come back next 
year, you have to be seven.” 

‘All my mates were six too, but they were clever enough 
to say they were seven. They didn’t tell me, though! I 
went down the stairs, more or less crying, and then this 
door opened, and there was Gerry McAllister. 
Gerry boxed under the name of Patsy Quinn; he had 
been in America and he spoke like a Yank. “What’s 
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wrong with you?” he asked.  I told him I wanted to join 
the PT but they wouldn’t let me, I’m only six, and you 
have to be seven.   ‘He says, “come on in here and I’ll give 
you PT.”  About a month later, I had my first fight. They 
used to have shows down there every Sunday night, in 
the Bosco club at the corner of Henry Street and 
Corporation Street. 

‘Boxing kept going even through the Troubles.  You still 
had boxing clubs in Catholic areas, club in non-Catholic 
areas… I boxed and I refereed in the loyalist club, it 
didn’t matter. There was never a problem regarding 
religion where boxing was concerned - you didn’t fight 
any better against a Protestant than you did against a 
Catholic; you were out to beat both of them.’ 

Pat McCrory (2nd from right) discusses the c21 Reminiscence films 
at a local boxing club in Glengormley. c21 Director Stephen Kelly
(far left) guides Pat through the ideas.  With Malachy Scott (Boxing
Coach at Glengormley ABC) and Matt Faris (Cameraman).   

This story draws on quotes from an article about ‘Through the Glass’ 
and Pat McCrory in the Irish News by Neil Loughran.  
*Permission for use granted by Neil Loughran.1

1 https://www.irishnews.com/sport/boxing/2020/11/24/news/arts-project-

helps-bring-pat-mccrory-s-magic-boxing-memories-to-life-2139361/
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A SENSE OF BELONGING 
by Shelley Tracey 

This poem, which explores the theme of belonging to a 
community, was created from an amalgam of memories 
shared by residents. It consists of three parts, with each in
a different voice, representing the experience of a 
different person.   

PART 1    BELONGING 
Dear Diary, for many years you’ve been a place  
for all my longings and belongings,  
my happiness and dreams.  I leave you  
to my son when I have gone, to share my joys 
and memories to pass them on. 
I always was so proud of Michael James,  
from childhood days, in every stage of life, 
playing football at the Boyland Club, 
dreaming that a Man United scout would spot him. 

He studied hard at school. He helped the neighbours  
with their messages. He went down to the line  
at Christmas when the coal carriages were coming up
and gathered coal to keep the house so toasty warm.  

When the Troubles came to Bryson Street  
we had to move out quickly in the night.  
He carried boxes almost big as him, kept calm 
and cheerful, made friends easily. When we moved,
he always found a way he could belong.   

When Michael reads this diary, he will see  
I knew some secrets that he never told. 
I know he rode the back step of the trolley buses 
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so he didn’t have to give the money for the fare. 
I know he and his pals would wait  
until the girls were out of choir practice  
and scare the living daylights from them.   
Dear Diary, you knew my secret.   
You knew what work I’d love to do.   
All through those years, I had to stay at home 
to care for sick mother, father, brothers. 
I wished that I could be a nurse,  
working in the Royal with my colleagues,  
hair beneath my cap. A dream that never was to be.
A good life, but a dream unlived. 

Dear Diary, I always wanted Michael to feel free 
to make his plans and follow dreams and wishes. 
I’m glad he found the life he loved.  

PART 2 SPEAKING OUT LOUD 
If I had to speak out loud,  to tell the honest truth 
about my life and dreams, it would be 
in a strong clear voice, a man’s out-loud voice,  
confident, the voice that should belong to me, 
the voice of Mark, not Mary. I wish that I  
was free to say that I belong among the men. 

In the Territorial Army, I felt that I belonged. 
There I found the woman who I loved so much,  
The energy, the confidence, the life I really loved.  
I never felt a part of the usual female world,  
that group of women crowded in the kitchen,  
talking about family, shopping, working, laughing  
and joking about their lives. I passed myself, 
but never laughed inside. I was always on the outside 
of that world, where I never did belong.  
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A wish for everyone I know and every unborn child: 
they wouldn’t need to wear a mask; they’d find  
their own community, and know that they belonged. 

PART 3 PHONE CONVERSATION WITH A FAR-AWAY 
FRIEND   
Hello Susan, what about ye?   
Can’t wait until next time we meet.  
So long since you all went away  
and made your life across the sea. 
I never had that dream,  
or hoped to move away from here.  
I am a Belfast woman born and made, 
I never want to leave.  

Strange we’re speaking on the phone, never had one 
in our place.  When we were wee, we saw each other 
every single day, running in and out of each other’s 
houses, playing out in the streets for hours, 
until our mammies called us in for tea. 

Married in the same half-year, choosing dresses  
for the weddings, our weans born so close together. 

Such good times in our neighbourhood.
Do you mind all the summer street parties,  
how they closed the street off at both ends,  
and so much good food was brought to share? 

The Bonfires brought no bitterness,  
but brought us all together, one and all.  
I wish that it was still the same. 
Can’t wait, my friend, till you come home. 
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A BETTER LIFE 

‘Many of our friends and family emigrated, but we were 
happy for them taking marvellous opportunities to have 
a better life. ‘ 

‘Anyone that went to Canada or Australia or London 
never came back, except when they were in their fifties 
and sixties.’  

‘My sister moved to Toronto, and she was really 
homesick for at least a year. She only settled and 
stopped gurning when she met a man.’ 

FAMILY MEMORIES 

‘There were ten children, two parents and one granny to 
be catered for in our house, and my mother was the chief 
cook. The only time the pan was not used was when we
had a roast or stew for dinner, but even so the pan came 
out on Monday and the remains of the Sunday roast was 
cut into slices and fried on the pan, along with the 
remains of the vegetables.’  
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SNAPSHOTS OF OUR LIVES AND WORK 

‘I remember being very excited getting my first wage, 
you daren’t have opened it.  You brought it straight 
home and set it behind the clock and your mummy give 
you a few shillings out of it. You were able to buy bits 
and bobs.’ 

‘I left school at 14 and started work as a stitcher. My 
mummy arranged the job,  and I hated it. I didn’t want to 
be a stitcher. In the end, I got a job as an overlocker and 
I was much happier. I stayed in the job for 10 years. My 
pay packet was given to my mummy, and she would give 
me some to spend on myself.’ 

‘After work, when everything was finished in the house, 
I went for walks with my chums to the park and would 
have gone to dances with them. I kept on working when 
I got married but I had to stop when I had my daughter 
as I had no one to look after her. I can still tell you the 
names of all the people I worked with.’ 

‘We were all very excited when some English companies 
came over to set up business in Northern Ireland. I 
worked in a factory which made underwear for Marks 
and Spencer’s and was awarded a gold watch for 
working 10 years without having a day off work’.  

‘There was a clothes shop called Corbett’s in Portadown 
that I always wanted to work in, since I was a little girl; 
it was all I wanted to do. When I started working there, 
I was in the hosiery department, and the 'boys' from 
menswear used to run up the stairs and play tricks on 
me and the other ladies on the shop floor. I was able to 
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get discount on anything I wanted to buy from the shop, 
but even with the discount it was still very pricey. I only 
very rarely treated myself.’ 

‘I used to work as a self-employed tarmac layer.  I
remember the day I found a bomb! I was laying tarmac 
on a road in Portadown when I came across an object at 
the side of the road that looked suspicious. I said this to 
the two fellas I was working with. They laughed at me 
and said, “If it was a bomb, you wouldn't be able to kick 
it or poke it,” and that's exactly what they fellas started 
to do!!! I felt uneasy about it and phoned the police, who 
took one look at it and called in the bomb disposal team, 
who said it was a viable device.  The police had 
information that a bomb could possibly be active in the
Portadown area and this was exactly what we had 
uncovered and almost detonated!’ 

‘I owned two lingerie shops: one in Portadown and one 
in Banbridge. I enjoyed watching men be uncomfortable 
coming into the shop and attempt to buy a gift for their 
wives! There were women up and down the town who I 
didn’t know, but I knew their measurements and what 
they wore to bed!’ 

‘My father died young from injuries he got during the 
Second World War. My mother was left a widow, with 
five children to look after. She was a tough woman - she 
had to be to raise a young family on her own. When we
started getting older, she wanted to take care of us and 
get us a job, so she called to the different works and 
convinced them to take us all in for an apprenticeship. 
We all got a different trade and I was a mechanic, and I 
stuck to that. When we did an apprenticeship, we called 
it serving your time. I didn’t realise that when I was 
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talking about it years later, I was embarrassing my 
daughter, who thought I had been in prison “serving my 
time”.’ 

‘My first job was in a weaving factory. I finished school 
on a Thursday and started work on the Monday. I was 
14 years old and was paid £3 a week. The factory was 
only a five-minute walk from home. When I came home 
from work, I had my tea and did chores around the 
house. I didn’t stay in the same job; I went to work in a 
tobacco factory, spreading the leaves. I worked there for 
over a year. I went to London and worked in an office for 
a large well-known store. It was this type of work that I 
preferred. When I was in my 60s, I received an award of
a gold chain and bracelet for my hard work in a furniture 
shop. The staff there were real gentlemen.’ 

‘I left school at 15 and got a job making curtains and 
blinds. I got £2 a week. I finished school on Friday and 
started work on Monday. I worked in the same factory 
for 32 and a half years. After 25 years’ service I got a
gold watch. I was afraid of my boss, even though he
was a Christian man. My mother was a laundry worker, 
and my father worked in the shipyard. In the evenings 
after work, I would have gone to practice with the 
church choir and attend other church organisations.’  

‘I finished school at 18 or 19 after doing my leaving cert. 
I moved to Dublin shortly after to study in a secretarial 
school doing shorthand and typing. They were all very 
nice women there. I got my first job earning £2 an hour. 
The money went on rent and food. I met a fella from the 
north and I moved there. I was employed as a market 
researcher and it was a really good, well-paid job. 
I enjoyed it but had to give it up when I got married. I 
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called to people’s houses and asked if they would talk to 
me. A lot of them did; they didn’t try to get rid of me like 
they do these days. Some brought me in and made me a 
cup of tea, I think they were glad of the company.’  

‘I left school at 15. It was tough to get a job. I got my first 
job making pins for the hair for hair. I wasn’t much use. 
I got a job in Gallagher’s, it was a half an hour walk to get 
to work, but I got paid off.’ 

‘I wasn’t allowed to work; I had to stay at home.  I had to 
look after my sick mother and keep house for my father 
and brothers. My father worked on the Titanic Ship in 
Belfast. He was a joiner.  I remember him teaching me 
how to make bread.’  

c21 'Home' film, shot on location at  

Sentry Hill Historic House & Visitor Centre, 

Newtownabbey 
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MEMORIES OF WORKING ON A FARM   

I worked on the family farm from a very young age. 
I was driving a tractor from the age of ten. The tractor 
had its own distinctive noise – it was very noisy, 
particularly if you were cutting wood,  as there would 
have been a constant loud whine. I lost 50% of my 
hearing, as there were no ear protectors in those days.  

I used to sit around the table with my father and talk 
about the stock and plan the planting.  I was involved in 
many things on the farm, like helping to dig a well for 
farm water and building new sheds and barns on the
farm. At the end of every day, I washed my boots out in 
the yard before placing them under the stairs for the 
next morning. 

We had an Ayrshire Bull on our farm, with a herd of 
cattle. The bull was very bad-tempered and would have 
killed. It recognised me as the boss, even though I was 
still at school. If the bull caused any trouble, my uncle or 
cousin would have come to get me out of school to
control the bull.  

I was a teenager at school when I was registered as a
stock seed grower and operated as a seed producer, 
buying the seeds from the government Department of 
Agriculture. It was £36 a tonne for seed potatoes. I had 
to register the land as pest-free, which got me more 
money. The land was inspected once a year. I sold the
seed to local growers and even to Spain and Israel.  

There was always a constant stench from the farm, and 
it wasn’t always pleasant. We got used to the smell of the 
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pigs, but eventually got rid of them because they didn’t
make money.  

Although I worked hard on the farm from very young, I 
never felt my life was robbed of childhood. Nobody had 
the life I did, or the experiences. It enabled me to go on
and become a businessman, buying machines that no
one else could afford, such as ploughs to hook onto the 
back of the tractor, as most people only had horses.  

WE REMEMBER … SMELLS AND SOUNDS 

‘The flourbags my uncle brought home from the mill, 
and my mother would use them to make sheets for our
beds.’ 

‘Kennedy’s bakery delivering breads to our houses on 
Mondays Wednesday and Fridays.’ 

‘Smells … the mothballs which my mother used for the 
laundry, and clean clothes on washing day, and Cherry 
Blossoms polish, and the loaves the baker brought on 
Mondays, and tea and stew and soda farls; baking on a 
Friday.’ 

‘The sound of the record player in the lounge:  my 
mother always played, “Will the angels play their harp 
for me?” This makes me remember my older sister Jean 
dying of meningitis when she was only six years old. I 
remember Jean asking our mother: when she gets to 
heaven,  will the angels play their harp for her? After 
Jean passed away, my mother spoke about her every day  
until her own death.’ 
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‘We were a family with thirteen children, fifteen people 
living in a two-up two-down house. I was one of the 
younger ones, so when everyone had a chance in the tin 
bath on a Friday night, two in it at a time to save water; 
the water was quite black by the time I got in. The older
you were, the better the bath.’ 

WORKING FOR ULSTER LACES 

Several of us worked for a factory called Ulster Laces. It 
was owned and managed by three Jewish Polish 
gentlemen who fled from persecution in their country at
the start of World War 2. 

We remember it as a very good place to work, where you 
were expected to work hard,  but also allowed to play 
hard too.  The staff regularly played pranks on each 
other,  especially the younger staff pranking older staff,  
who often fell for the jokes.  

Sadie remembers when they got new large trollies in the 
factory, and we all jumped on them and wheeled each 
other about in them, which was great fun!  

Sheena remembers working there as a young girl and 
leaving work on her break and walking to the shop to 
buy a bag of sweets and then walking back again. She 
absolutely LOVED it there. 

We all agree  – it was great to work for Ulster Laces. 
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MEMORIES OF WORKING LIVES 
by Shelley Tracey 

A memory box of working lives, crammed with hours  
of work in shipyards, on shopfloors, in houses, factories, 
offices, laundries, on railways and on roadways.  
Everyone worked powerful hard.  

In the memory box, I will keep the bright sounds  
of my father’s voice, talking of head gardener days. 

In the memory box, I will keep the full fry breakfasts  
made for da before he went to work. Most of this he left
for us, making sure his kids were fed.  

In the memory box, I can see my mother  
every Friday night hoping da would bring 
some pay home after stopping at the pub. 

In the memory box,  I will keep my work as a mechanic, 
the years of making blinds and curtains, the antiques 
business which we built up ourselves, my father’s 
memories of  joinery on the great Titanic.  

In the memory box, I will keep memories 
of all work enjoyed, and let bad memories slip away, 
like the stitcher job my mum arranged,  
like getting paid off from my job at Gallagher’s. 

I will also let the memories fade away of tough times  
when there were no jobs, and also when I couldn’t work 
because I had to stay at home and do the looking after,
caring; that was the hardest work of all.  
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In the memory box, I will keep the food wholesale shop 
where I worked straight from school, the cab of the lorry 
where I slept between deliveries, the tobacco factory,
where I spread the leaves,  the job I loved in Harland and 
Wolff . 

In the memory box, we will keep the moments, histories, 
and successes of all our working lives.  

Memory Loan Box from Armagh County Museum 
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ABOUT c21 THEATRE COMPANY 

c21 is a professional touring company founded in 2005.  

The organization is based in Belfast, Northern Ireland.  
One of the co-founders, Stephen Kelly, is the current

artistic director.  The organisation is dedicated to 

providing audiences with high quality theatre that is 

entertaining, thought provoking and memorable.  

We strongly believe that as a touring company, 

audiences should have the opportunity to experience 

live professional theatre, nationally as well as 

internationally.  Recent touring productions to Australia 

and Belgium have highlighted the success of the 

company.  

c21 ‘Through the Glass’- The Reminiscence Project

– Cast and Crew



36 

‘THROUGH THE GLASS’ – THE REMINISCENCE
PROJECT 

PRODUCTION TEAM 
Director – Stephen Kelly      
Producer - Donna Hunter  
Writers – Tom Rowntree-Finlay and Gary Wilson 
Poet – Shelley Tracey  
Videographer – Matt Faris     
Sound– Marty Byrne         
Runner – Conor McCormick 

CAST  
Colm McCready Debra Hill 
Christina Nelson Eoghan Lamb 

CARE HOMES AND ACTIVITIES COORDINATORS 

Armagh City, Banbridge & Craigavon Borough 
Council 
Sunnymead Residential Home, Armagh   Kathryn Mitchell 
Mahon Hall, Portadown        Tracy Smith 
Iveagh House Care Home, Banbridge     Jason Blake  

Antrim & Newtownabbey Borough Council 
Antrim Care Home, Antrim        Victoria Alexandria 
Inniscoole Day Centre, Rathcoole  Louanne Bakker 
Whiteabbey Care Home, Whiteabbey   Pauline McIntyre 

Newry Mourne & Down District Council 
Rockfield Care Home, Newry  Caroline Anderson 

Belfast City Council 
Sydenham Court, Belfast    Julia Mehaffey  
Glenalina Care Home, Belfast     Margaret McKernan 
Brooklands Care Home, Dunmurry   Patricia Brown 
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ACTIVITIES COORDINATORS’ RESPONSES TO

‘THROUGH THE GLASS’ – THE REMINISCENCE

PROJECT 

“I was so delighted that we took part in ‘Through the

Glass.’ We in Rockfield love to get involved with different 

things going on in our community, and as there is not 

much happening due to COVID-19, this was a wonderful 

and exciting new project to be involved in. It was great to 

get the box full of old school stuff from Newry Museum 

and to have group discussions about the residents’ school 

days. They really enjoyed chatting about their school 

days. It was great to hear the difference between country 

schools and town schools, also about what school was

like, depending on age.” 

Caroline Anderson, Activities Coordinator, 
Rockfield Care Home, Newry 

“Sydenham Court tenants and staff really enjoyed going 
through the memory box; items like the iron - tenants
could not believe the weight of it. Old Spice aftershave
brought back a lot of memories,  from dance halls to 
dating and reminiscing about work in the linen mills, 
where one of our tenants had worked 12- hour days 
standing in water in bare feet, and how they used to ache. 
Tenants really engaged in this project, and it was
interesting to hear stories of their lives.”  

Julia Mehaffey, Activities Coordinator, Sydenham 
Care Home, Belfast  
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“I could keep you up all night with stories, and how I wish 
you could meet my ladies: you would be absolutely 
delighted to glean from their past. Their enthusiasm for 
life is amazing, and in these very difficult days there is not 
a day goes by that I don’t get a laugh. One thing they do 
love is your time: they just love someone to listen. Thank
you for involving us in this project.” 
Louanne Bakker,  Activities Coordinator, Inniscoole
Day Centre, Rathcoole 

“Our residents thoroughly enjoyed the project. It gave
them the confidence to express themselves and 
encouraged them to know that someone wanted to hear 
their stories.  It has brought folks together and they found
they had quite a lot in common and even forged new
friendships. In these difficult days, while the world outside 
our care home is in turmoil, we want our ladies and 
gentlemen to live happy, purposeful and meaningful lives 
and this project and their enthusiasm have encouraged 
me to do the same.  

“The project will have a lasting impact on families by
providing individual recognition and value to their 
relatives’ life experiences. It has intensified the staff's 
insight into that person and has promoted closer 
engagement and realization into the individual’s 
background and memories.  Given the current COVID 
situation, individuals are experiencing loneliness and 
isolation. The project has allowed a generation of past
experiences to be brought into the present and the
future.”   
Kathryn Mitchell, Activities Coordinator, 
Sunnymead Residential Home, Armagh  



39 

COUNCILS’ AND FUNDERS’ RESPONSES TO ‘THROUGH 

THE GLASS’ – THE REMINISCENCE PROJECT 

"The enormous benefits of projects like this for older people 
cannot be overestimated and ‘Through the Glass’ in 

particular demonstrates the significant power of the arts in 

positively impacting physical health, mental health and

well-being." 

Damian Smyth, Head of Literature and Drama, Arts 

Council of Northern Ireland 

“We are absolutely delighted to be part of this wonderful 
project – a project that has brought residents together within 
care homes during this time and allowed them to bring their
past experiences to life. I hope this will enable us to continue to
link up with and connect with all our local care homes who are 
doing amazing jobs with our senior citizens.” 
Lord Mayor of Armagh, Banbridge and Craigavon 
Councillor Kevin Savage  

“We have been very happy to support this positive initiative
during a very challenging time for us all.”  
A spokesperson for the Public Health Agency, who funded 
the short film reflecting memories gathered from 
residents within the ABC area. 

“We were delighted to be able to support c21 Theatre 
Company in this really worthwhile project giving a voice to our 
older residents in Care Homes.”  
Stephanie Rock,  Armagh Banbridge Craigavon Age
Friendly Officer said. 

“I very much enjoyed watching the videos; it was great to hear
from the care home Coordinators about the impact on the
residents.” 
Jen Cole,  Antrim & Newtownabbey Borough Council 
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FACILITATING REMINISCENCE SESSIONS 

Old photographs and objects, such as those in the 
memory boxes used by c21 Theatre Company, can help 
to bring the past to life in reminiscence sessions. They 
can provoke detailed memories and stories.   

Stephen Kelly, Director of c21 Theatre Company, 
commented on the power of familiar objects in 
reminiscence work: ‘The Activities Coordinator at one of 
the homes was amazed by how animated a resident 
became when a certain pair of shoes came out of the 
memory box.  Maybe they still had a smell … you can be 
taken back thirty years in an instant by a single smell. It 
can give you goosebumps.’ 

Questions about specific aspects of the past are also 
helpful for generating reminiscences. The questions 
about the theme of home, sent to Activities Coordinators 
by c21 for ‘Through the Glass,’ resulted in the sharing of 
happy memories.  

Here are some of the questions on the theme of home:
− Tell me about your family – who lived in your

home when you were growing up? 
− What was your favourite day of the week and 

why? 
− What was your favourite time of the year and

why? 
− What did your parents do for work? 
− What does family mean to you? 
− What is your favourite memory of growing up? 
− What are the smells and sounds that you 

associate with growing up? 
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Focusing on one theme at a time in a reminiscence 
session can also help to elicit detailed stories.  ‘Through 
the Glass’ included the following themes: school, home, 
work, going out and community.

We recommend that you find a way to gather the stories 
that come out of reminiscence sessions, such as in this 
book,  to give people a voice and to conserve their 
memories for their families and communities. Notes can 
be taken during these sessions,  or recordings can be 
made and transcribed afterwards. 

Reading from collections of reminiscences, such as 
those in this book, can also stimulate discussion and
generate memories. 

Watching the ‘Through the Glass’ films and reading  the 
stories and poems in this book with reminiscence 
groups can also stimulate discussion and memories.   

Research into reminiscence work and memory loss 
suggests that the rhythmic nature of the poems  - and of 
songs and song lyrics – can enable older people to
connect with their past experiences. Other examples of
rhythmic forms which can be used in reminiscence 
groups are the chants used in childhood games, such as 
the skipping songs quoted in the Schooldays poem in 
this booklet. 

To discuss similar projects with c21 Theatre Company,
you can contact us at c21theatre@gmail.com or get in 
touch at www.c21theatrecompany.com 
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MESSAGES FROM THE FUNDERS OF THIS BOOKLET 

“We are delighted to fund this booklet, which is giving 
care home residents a voice to tell their stories, capture 
important memories and in turn, improve their wellbeing.  

“National Lottery players raise around £30 million every 
week across the UK for good causes like this, and they can 
be proud to know that it is making such a difference to 
people in Northern Ireland.” 

Kate Beggs, Northern Ireland Director of 
The National Lottery Community Fund 

"It has been a real pleasure for us to be involved in such 

a beautiful project with c21 Theatre Company.    

"We can never really appreciate the times our parents, 

grandparents and great grandparents lived in, but these 

snapshots take us back to their time.  Our employees got 

to watch all the films together and felt privileged to have 

contributed in some way to the process."

Sean McCready, Director of Doyle Shipping Group,
Belfast 
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