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CO-FOUNDER of the Manchester Irish Writers
Group Alrene Hughes has just published her
first novel — completing a journey which

began more than 20 years ago.
A combination of work commitments, family life

and just ‘not being ready’ to write the tome, were
among reasons the author gives for the delay in
bringing her debut publication Martha’s Girls to the
shelves.

This week the writer, an assistant head teacher at
a Lancashire school, told The Irish Post how she
compiled the book over eight summer holidays, after
finding inspiration in a family scrapbook of concert
programmes about The Golden Sisters — a musical
act made up of her Irish mother and aunts.

“My novel is an Irish novel; not just set there,
which it is, or just about Irish people, which it is, it’s
about the spirit of being Irish — the things we believe
in and hold dear,” she explained.

“When we talk about writing anything, short
stories, plays, novels, poems, it’s the Irish who really
get stuck into it.”

With numerous short stories and poems already
published, the author admits she was always gearing
up to complete the big one and get a novel under
her belt.

“The Irish always have stories to tell and I believe
it is in our genes, we like to tell stories,” she told us.

“Some of us have the ambition to actually put
them on paper, but all of us tell stories and in a way
that is how we pass our culture on, every single one
of us. I knew I wanted to do more than the short
stories. I just had to get there.”

The Enniskillen native explained the journey
Martha’s Girls has taken from idea to completion.

“I said 20 years ago, in a biography, that I was
going to research a novel set in Belfast in World War
Two, but life moved along, I had children and a job
and it never happened,” she said.

“But in 2000 I went on holiday and decided to
create a character. It was a headstrong Manchester
girl in the early 1900s, but I then realised
actually several writers have done that
— A Woman of Substance, by
Barbara Taylor Bradford for
example — so I put that away
too. 

“Then two years later a
light went on in my
head — that’s all I can
describe it as. 

“It was absolutely
almost instant; I
realised, of
course, the
story I should
tell is the one
that was in
my life all
my life and
had been

cooking in my brain subconsciously for all those
years.” 

That story was in fact based on her mother,
grandmother and aunties, who grew up in Belfast
and provided the characters with which to explore
her imagination.

“It is about a family in Belfast from August 1939 to
Easter 1941,” Hughes explained.

“There is widow Martha and her four daughters,
living in north Belfast through the war — these girls
are singers and the novel follows
them right through the
start of the war to
their first major
concert.”

She
added:
“This is
based
on my

family. Martha is my grandmother, the four sisters
are my mother and aunts. They did live in Belfast
and they were singers, but that is where that ends.
This is not a biography; this is fiction, a novel. I have
characters but it’s what I imagined they did and
where they went — it is all fictional.”

Given the demands of raising a family and holding
down a demanding full-time job, Alrene was only left
with the summer holidays in which to commit her
tale to paper.

“It took eight summers to write that novel
because of my work,” she said.

“They give me six weeks off every
summer, so six weeks over eight

summers is the best part of a year to
write this, when added together.

“However, had I written this 20
years ago it would not have been
the same novel. I know that as I
was in my 30s then, and I
thought I knew everything.

“But it’s only when you get
past 50 you realise you
didn’t know it all then — but

you do know it all now.” 
Although finally seeing

the book on the shelves
has allowed Alrene to
close the door on a
personal journey, it has
opened two others as
she continues to
cultivate her craft with
two sequels planned for
Martha’s Girls.

■ Martha’s Girls
published by Matador

costs £7.99 or £2.99
ebook. ISBN

9781780881928
www.alrenehughes.com 

IT may have taken 35 years to
complete but a Yorkshire
photographer has published a
book about the history of hand bell
ringing. 

Retired gardener Peter Fawcett
from Cleckheaton is the author of
Ringing for Gold — a book
attempting to expel a few myths
about a past time he describes as
the “dark horse of music-making”.

The book chronicles the rise in
popularity of the art from its
beginnings in the 16th century. 

“I was amazed to discover that
nobody had written anything on a
subject that has so much
popularity,” Peter said.

The book is as much an account

of life in the industrial villages,
mainly in the north of England
during the last 400 years, as it is
the history of hand bell tune
ringing. But its author is at pains to
point out that hand bell ringing is
not music of the past.

“It’s a living tradition and a
modern music with ancient roots,”
he said. “Hand bell ringing is
increasing in popularity once again
but not just in the northern
industrial areas of Britain. There
are hand bell bands of all sizes and
abilities throughout the country
and it is hugely popular in the USA,
Canada, Australia, Japan, Hong
Kong, Korea, Taiwan and
Singapore.”

The 63-year-old Irish Post
photographer added: “I have tried
to impress upon people that this is
something to be proud of, it’s their
history. It’s one of the oldest forms
of British music and it’s really
important to the overall history of
music and the evolution of it and in
a sense it’s also to do with its
future.”

■ Ringing For Gold is
published by Donald and Philip
Bedford, Kent, priced £30. It
is available from
akaneandphilip@yahoo.com.au
or Peter Fawcett at
peterfawcett0@gmail.com or
on 01274 869564.

Alrene’s on song
with debut book

Love’s Last Gift
Bébhinn Ramsay
Hachette
£8.99
ISBN: 9781444743128
IN May 2007, while on a family
holiday, Bébhinn Ramsay’s
husband Alastair woke in the
middle of the night with a fever.
Just over 48 hours later, he
died in hospital from a rare
complication to a common
infection. At the age of 31, Bébhinn had not only
lost her soulmate and the father of her two young
sons, but also her faith in life. In this captivating
memoir of hope, courage and eternal love, we
journey with Bébhinn as she searches for answers
and a sense of meaning to her husband’s untimely
death, and discover how she comes to find peace
and happiness by opening her mind and her heart.

Memories Through a Window
Poems by Shirley Cully
Sligo Women’s Press
£5
ISBN: 9780956223807
WRITTEN by London-based
Sligo woman Shirley Cully this
book of poetry covers the
experience of childhood,
motherhood and emigration.
Memories Through A Window
is Shirley’s fist collection of poetry and is
dedicated to her mother Lucy Fallon and husband
Patrick James Cully.

“These poems have been written with quiet
courage, giving a voice to a woman who has learnt
that hardest lesson of all — how to love and let go,”
says novelist Bridget Whelan in the foreword. “In
letters home and in stories and poems, Irish
women have reached out across oceans and
across long decades. They have used a pen to hold
onto the people they love, the landscape that
shaped them and their own sense of self.”

Shirley Cully came to London as a young woman
in the early ’50s from the west of Ireland. In 1996
she took a foundation course in Irish History at the
London Metropolitan University and regularly
attends the university’s Irish Writers in London
summer school.

At Home in Ireland
Mary Leland
€30
Cork University Press
ISBN: 9781855942233
IRELAND has many country
house owners, with others in
towns and cities, who have
opened their doors to visitors
in different ways, mostly
providing  bed and breakfast
accommodation or self-catering rentals. This book
describes a variety of Irish country houses open to
the public or offering guest accommodation. In
each piece the stories of their families, of their
houses and what they offer their visitors are
combined with the writer’s own response to the
places and the landscape.

Mary Leland has written about more than 800
houses and historic buildings over the past 17
years, hearing the narrative of ownership,
inheritance and restoration from many people in
many places. This selection of some of the most
engaging properties, including several national
heritage sites, provides a valuable reflection of the
cultural and architectural aspects of sustained Irish
ownership and hospitality.
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BELL OF THE BALL: Pat (President of Huddersfield Irish Centre) and Mary Conaghan (Donegal), Peter Fawcett with
his book Ringing For Gold, Paul (secretary of Huddersfield Irish Centre) and Kay Shannaghan (Kerry).

A book launch with bells on

Fiona Audley speaks to novelist about her new release, Martha’s Girls


