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NEWS
PLAYWRIGHT DELVES INTO FAMILY HISTORY FOR DRAMA

Incredible WWI 
story of Catholic 
and Protestant 
from same street
B Y  ST E P H E N  G A M BL E
stephen.gamble@jpress.co.uk
@NewsletterSG

The incredible story of two 
men from the same Belfast 
street who fought in the First 
World War is to be told as part 
of a series of events com­
memorating the centenary of 
the Battle of the Somme. 
‘Medal in the Drawer’, a pro­
duction by Belfast playwright 
Dr Brenda W inter-Palm er, 
charts the real-life war jour­
ney of two volunteers -  one 
Protestant and one Catholic -  
from west Belfast, who joined 
up to fight with the36th Ulster 
Division.

For Brenda, this was a la­
bour of love inspired by her 
personal connection to one 
of the brave men depicted in 
the play -  her great uncle, Ri­
fleman Willie Kerr.

She explained: “As a child 
I was always fascinated by a 
plaque that hung in the hall­
way of our Andersonstown 
home. It was inscribed with 
the name of William Kerr.

“When asked, my mother 
told me that it was a medal 
that her uncle had received 
for fighting in the First World 
War.

“No one in her family had 
talked much about him. In­
deed in the 1970s in west Bel­
fast not very m any people 
talked freely  about fam ily 
connections with the British 
Army.”

‘ M edal in th e D raw er’ 
shines a light on the fact that, 
in the midst of the Home Rule 
crisis, a time of great unrest 
between nationalists and un­
ionists in Ireland, W illiam 
Kerr, a west Belfast Catholic, 
chose to join  Carson’s pre­
dom inantly U nionist 36th 
Ulster Division, rather of one 
of the Irish regiments.

The young man enlisted 
almost immediately after the 
outbreak of war in 1914, along 
with Tom Martin, a Protestant 
who lived two doors away at 
Forthriver Gardens o ff the 
Springfield Road.

The pair joined the 14th

(Young Citizen Volunteer) Bat­
talion of the Royal Irish Rifles 
and were shipped off to the 
W estern Front, from where 
neither would ever return.

Tom perished in a trench 
collapse in the lead up to the 
Somme, while W illiam  was 
killed in 1917 at Langemarck 
during the Third Battle of 
Ypres.

The play also features two 
entirely fictional characters, 
who are based upon the expe­
riences of real people.

W hen she took on the 
d au n tin g  task  o f w ritin g  
‘Medal in the Drawer’, Brenda 
conceded that she knew com­
paratively little about the First 
World War. However, she did 
know about her ‘Uncle Willie’, 
and was keen to know more.

“For me the act o f w rit­
ing and directing ‘Medal in 
the Drawer’ has been a recla­
mation of my family history 
which has never been prop­
erly commemorated,” she told 
the News Letter.

A former drama lecturer 
at Queen’s University, Bren­
da’s 35-year career as an ac­
tress, writer and director has 
spanned professional theatre, 
film and television.

She is now involved with 
the Living Legacies project, 
a new research centre based 
at Queen’s which provides a 
focal point for connecting ac­
ademic and com m unity re­
searchers interested in how 
the First World War lives on in 
the 21st century world.

“I consider myself to be a 
historical dramatist, and re­
searching and w riting this 
play gave me a huge kick, as it 
allowed me to delve into my 
roots like never before,” Bren­
da said.

Now, following success­
ful performances at the Bri­
an Friel and Lyric theatres in 
Belfast, ‘Medal in the Drawer’ 
is to feature as part o f‘Belfast 
Somme 100’, a programme of 
commemorative events mark­
ing the centenary of the Battle 
of the Somme.

For a full list o f the dates 
and ven u es, and to book 
tickets, visit www.belfastsom- 
me100.com

‘This has been 
a reclamation 
of my family 

history’

Brenda
Winter-Palmer

‘Belfast Somme 
100’ events

‘Belfast Somme 100’ aims to 
raise awareness of previously 
overlooked or submerged sto­
ries and personal connections 
that both the Somme and the 
events of 1916 have had with the 
broader history and develop­
ment of Northern Ireland.
The project is run by History Hub 
Ulster with an advisory panel 
made up of experts in the period 
and community leaders. It is 
funded by Belfast City Council. 
Some of the highlights include: 
‘No News is Good News', a new 
play taking the audience back 
100 years to meet the villagers 
who were desperate for news 
and awaiting telegrams from the 
front; and Castleton Lanterns, 
refound images of servicemen 
to be shown on the big screen at 
Belfast City Hall.
Karen O’Rawe, chair of History 
Hub Ulster and Belfast Somme 
100, said: “The impact of the 
Somme on Belfast is remem­
bered in this programme of 
events. The people of our small 
city heaved with tears of grief as 
their young men were killed and 
maimed, no matter what their 
background."
For more information about the 
project, to see a full list of events 
and to book tickets, visit www. 
belfastsomme100.com

‘Medal in the Drawer' was inspired by Rifleman William Kerr from the Springfield Road in west Belfast

Karen O’Rawe of ‘Belfast Somme 100’ and Antoinette Morelli, who stars in ‘Medal in the Drawer'
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