Church Bay from the east.

Sam Henry 1878-1952
Connecting with the Past: Collecting for the Future
Coleraine Museum has been working with
local communities across the Causeway area
exploring the rich and vibrant Sam Henry
collection.
Sam Henry, born in Coleraine in 1878, is best
known as a folklorist and collector of local
music. His “love of people” motivated much
of his work.
Sam Henry’s collection of papers,
photographs and artefacts was generously
donated to Coleraine Museum by the Craig
family. Estimated at 11,000 items, it is a large
collection of material of local, regional and
national importance.
A large part of the archive relates to ‘Songs
of the People’, a weekly series that ran in the
Northern Constitution between 1923 and 1938.
It published songs known, played and sung
by people across Northern Ireland. Alongside
this are Sam’s radio broadcast scripts,
published books, genealogical research and
an interesting collection of correspondences.
Sam bought his first camera in June 1906.
His unique photograph collection captures
people and places from across the Causeway
area and beyond. Many photos feature
people whose faces would not normally have

Right: Sam Henry with either the
Route or the Belfast Naturalists’
Field Club at Ushet, Rathlin, c.1935.

been captured in the early 20th century when
photography was not accessible to most
people. His photographs were used in his
lectures, newspaper articles, publications,
and research.
Sam Henry visited Rathlin several times and
took some striking photographs. He spoke
to many islanders while he was there and
collected their stories, folklore and songs. A
group of present-day islanders got hands-on
access to Sam Henry’s archive and looked
through his photographs, slides and notes.
Sam only mentioned some of the people
he met by name, but many of them are still
remembered fondly on Rathlin. The islanders
have been able to put names to faces and tell
some of the stories of their lives.
This project is supported by the Esmée
Fairbairn Foundation, administrated by the
Museums Association.
If you have your own memories or photos
of Rathlin that you’d like to record, or to
be involved in future projects across the
Causeway area, please contact Museum
Services on: 028 2766 0230 or
cms@causewaycoastandglens.gov.uk

Johnny Black standing behind
members of the Naturalists Field
Club, c.1907. Sam is seated second
from the left, behind the dog.

Johnny Black driving members of the
Naturalists Field Club in his trap, c.1907.
Sam is seated to the right of Johnny.

Johnny Black
Johnny Black is driving a horse and trap
in a couple of Sam Henry’s photographs
documenting a Naturalists’ Field Club trip to
the island around 1907. It looks like he ferried
Sam and other members of the Naturalist
Club around the island on their outing in
1907. Johnny lived with his mother, Mary,
and sisters Annie and Margaret in Kinramer
North in a big two-storey house. Their father,
Alec, drowned while out fishing. His body was
never found.

The house is roofless now and islanders
call it the Forestry House. Johnny was the
helmsman of the Brockley boat. It was
common then for a group of neighbours
to own a boat together. The boat would be
called after the place where they lived.
Apart from the Blacks, Johnny was related to
the McFauls on Rathlin.

Katie Glass
Katie Glass is still talked about on Rathlin.
One islander’s mother told him that Katie
waited at her gate to waylay children going
home from school; she wanted an audience
for her stories. As another islander says, “she
wasn’t shy.”
Katie was a famous lilter, singing tunes
without words. She helped Rathlin man Neil
‘the Piper’ McCurdy win a prize in the 1904
Féis na Gleann. Neil was in a play-off with
another piper and had run out of tunes. Katie
lilted The Foggy Dew to him and he played it.
At the time it wasn’t well known and Neil won
the contest.
Katie’s maiden name was Smyth and she had
Scots ancestors – she went to St Thomas’
Church of Ireland, but always called it the
Kirk.
She is supposed to have brought the Scots
song Fear a’Bhàta over to Rathlin. Father
McAteer taught it to Teresa McFaul in recent
years and the Rathlin choir sing it today.
Sam took down several songs from Katie. His
correspondences with the English Folk Dance
and Song Society make it clear that some of
her music was exhibited in the Rubenstein
Central Music Museum, Moscow in 1942 or
1943. These papers also ask Sam to provide
more information on Katie’s so-called Fairy
Music: “Was it just particular songs, or a manner of singing or what? Did she sing in Gaelic?
Had it anything to do with witches ...”
We only wish we had Sam’s response.

Left: Katie Glass with Sam
Henry outside St Thomas’
Church, c.1935.
Katie Glass.

Members of the Belfast Naturalists’ Field Club outside
the Marine Hotel, Rathlin, in 1907. Some of the women
shown are believed to have been Mary Jane and her
sisters. Sam is standing in the back row holding a
fiddle.

Mary Jane Hunter.

Mary Jane Hunter
Mary Jane and her mother owned the Marine
Hotel on Rathlin. She set up a little shop in
Ouaig, just across the road from the only
other shop on that end of the island. Mary’s
childhood sweetheart was James McKinley.
He moved to Scotland, but when he was
widowed, he came back to Rathlin with his
little daughter, Mary, and married Mary Jane.
Mary Jane was a kind woman. Islanders recall,
“she would give you a biscuit for nothing”,
and “any time of day or night you could get
in.”

Later Mary Jane moved the shop to the hotel,
and ran both businesses. Like most Rathlin
women, she did two or three tough jobs at
a time. She nursed ailing family members
as well as looking after her guests and
customers. She could be heard around the
hotel hurrying from room to room, “clip-clipclip up the hall.”
Apart from the Hunters, Mary Jane was
related to the McQuilkins and McKinleys on
Rathlin.

The McCouaig family. From left to right:
Marian, Sandy, Richard, Garlie (Margaret),
Francie, Margaret holding Charlie, and
Neilly.

Margaret McCouaig
Sam photographed Margaret McCouaig with
her husband Neilly and six of her twelve
children; ten were born on Rathlin, and two
in Ballycastle. Her last baby to be born on
Rathlin arrived during a three-week storm.
The island was cut off and planes had to drop
food. Laurence McCouaig was known after
that as ‘the storm baby’. The family moved off
the island after the end of World War II.

Margaret ran a shop out of the back of her
house on Rathlin, next to the Manor House’s
walled garden. Her niece describes her
as “ahead of her time”; people who spent
money in her shop received vouchers, and
when they had collected enough, they could
swap them for fine china. Neilly was away at
sea for weeks at a time and Margaret ran the
shop and brought up their children largely
on her own. She is remembered as a cook, a
dressmaker and a “great manager”.
Apart from the McCouaigs, Margaret was
related to Kellys and McKays on Rathlin.

Rosie with two men - possibly members
of the Naturalists’ Field Club.

Rosie McFaul
Rosie staged a climbing photo with her
brother Neil for Sam during one of his visits
to Rathlin. In the 1930s she was the only
woman on the island to gather bird eggs from
the cliffs, and outdid many of the men. As
one islander pointed out, from the McFaul
house in Glackintemore “she was on the doorstep” to the cliffs. She practised – barefoot
– whenever she could.

When she was still quite young, Rosie got a
job in a Portrush hotel. She met her husband,
fireman Andrew Carlin, there, and had five
children.
Apart from the McFauls, Rosie was related to
the Blacks, McQuilkins, and Weirs on Rathlin.

The McFaul family outside their cottage. From left to right: Daniel (Snr), unknown, Johny, James, Lily, Mary Ann (holding Brendan), Neil, Rosie, and Dan (Jnr).

Rosie with Neil, posing on a cliff edge for Sam.

Loughie McQuilkin
Loughie met Sam Henry when he just 12
years old, around 1935. He already knew
plenty about Rathlin, and gave Sam a list of
place-names. As he grew up he took in all
the older people’s stories, and loved to share
them. He married Anne Jane Kelly (known as
Tot) from Coolnagrock in Ballynoe. They had
a daughter, Margaret.
Like most Rathlin men, he turned his hand to
anything that would make a living. He worked
as a farmer, fisherman, coastguard and
forester. He was a craftsman, too, and built
model yachts for Rathlin’s yearly races.
His sister Sadie recalls riding on the bar of
Loughie’s push-bike to dances, in the parish
hall and in every house on Rathlin. Another
islander remembers, “if music was going, his
feet were going, even when he could hardly
walk”. Loughie died in 2016 at 92.
Apart from the McQuilkins, Loughie was
related to the Andersons, Craigs, Thompsons,
and Weirs on Rathlin.

Left: Loughie at Ushet, c.1935.

Above: Church of the Immaculate Conception.
Below: Gulls on a Rathlin cliff.
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