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Foreword by Sinead Noonan

When I first joined Donegal Libraries and
began working in Twin Towns Library,
Stranorlar, I must admit I had never heard of
Frances Browne. Learning that a literary festival
was held each year in her honour inspired me
to discover more about the remarkable woman
behind it.

Frances Browne, the “Blind Poetess of Ulster,”
overcame poverty, gender inequality, and
blindness to become a prolific writer in the
1850s. From Stranorlar she went on to
Edinburgh and London, where her poetry,
fiction, and journalism gained international
recognition.

Donegal County Council has long been
committed to ensuring that her legacy endures.
With the steadfast support of our Arts Officer,
and the valuable involvement of our Economic
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Development and Tourism sections, the
Frances Browne Literary Festival has grown into
a key cultural event for the region.

The Library Service has played a central role by
developing the Frances Browne Collection in
our Local Studies department, investing in a
Storytelling Chair and Sensory Wall inspired by
Granny’s Wonderful Chair in Twin Towns
Library, and curating exhibitions of her life and
work. Collectively, these initiatives ensure that
Frances Browne’s legacy continues to inspire
and to enrich our communities.

Within this context, I approached the Frances
Browne Literary Festival Committee with the
idea of paying tribute by offering blind and
vision-impaired writers the opportunity to have
their work published in both digital and
physical form. This anthology is the realisation
of that idea, made possible through the
creativity and generosity of many.



I would like to acknowledge the guidance and
editorial expertise of Isla McGuckin, the
support of my colleagues in Donegal County
Council’s Culture Division whose support
helped secure Creative Ireland funding to bring
this anthology to life and the Twin Towns
Library staff for their ongoing commitment to
the festival. I also extend my sincere thanks to
Vision Ireland, whose support for this project
has been invaluable.

Finally, my heartfelt thanks go to the
participants who shared their time, creativity,
and talent by submitting work for this
anthology. Without them, there would be no
Frances Browne Storytellers. This collection is,
above all, a celebration of their voices and a
continuation of the spirit of Frances Browne
herself - resilient, imaginative, and enduring.

Sinead Noonan
e Donegal County Library Service
. Comhairle Contae

‘:-I-u ¥ Dhun na nGall
%{:-y? Donegal County Council
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Introduction by Isla McGuckin

Sharing stories matters. Because stories are
how we learn about other lived experiences and
begin to empathise and form deep connections
with each other. Working on this anthology
project, I've had profound and affecting
conversations - in person and, at times, just on
email threads - that will remain with me.

Reading the submissions has prompted me to
reflect on navigating life with disability and
difference. There were pieces that made me
think, pieces that made me cry and pieces that
made me laugh out loud. So grab yourself a
cuppa, get yourself settled in your comfiest
chair and dive in!

Isla ( Izzy ) McGuckin
Editor of the Anthology



To you, Frances Browne

By Lisa O’Donovan

Born in Stranorlar, Donegal, a small rural town
She was named after her mother, Frances,
Frances Browne

With 11 brothers and sisters, she was the seventh
in line

A big family indeed! As families were at that time
But Frances was different. She couldn’t learn to
read or write

This was due to small pox, which robbed her of
her sight

However, she was a curious, inquisitive child

She wanted to learn, her desire for knowledge
running wild

She listened to her siblings’ homework, done
after school

She learned everything by heart, making her
memory a tool



To you, Frances Browne
(Continued)

Soon the bartering began, with family, friends
and neighbours

They would read to her in exchange for chores,
tasks and favours

Before long, Frances became the narrator, the
composer, the creator

Her boundless creativity, talent, ambition
becoming greater and greater

From short stories, to novels, to poems - she
wrote them all!

With poverty, geographic isolation, lack of
education, female, blind - she found her call!
More than a hobby or a pastime, her work was
popular and published

She was well-known, the title ‘the blind poetess
of Ulster’ established

She moved from Donegal, to Edinburgh, to
London, with her sister at her side

Her sister, Rebecca, acted as a reader, scribe

and guide
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To you, Frances Browne
(Continued)

While her reader, scribe and guide changed,
her passion for writing did not

Her countless pieces are still being found, and
will never be forgot

Her work, ‘Granny’s Wonderful Chair’, is one of
the most famous

Translated and reprinted, Frances has gained
literary celebrity status

She is an inspiration, a visionary, a shining
example to people far and near

With such legacy and spirit, one thing is
blatantly clear

She is deserving of more than a medal, a
trophy, an award, or a crown

So, in awe, we raise a glass, to you, Frances
Browne.



Hattie’s Haiku

Composed at the Irish Guide Dogs Centre by:
Helen Gray (Hattie’s owner)

Robert Creed

Mena Fitzpatrick

Joan Ann Broshan

Siobhan Roche

Vitoria Alves De Oliveira

Paudie Cotterell

Aran Murphy

Happy Birthday to
Hattie. Sassy, soft and sweet.
My eyes on four feet.



Summer Saturdays

By Carmel Quinn

Saturday can be one of the loneliest days
Especially amid the Summer haze

The silence of the light

Gradually dying into the night

That balmy heat

Suggesting gatherings to meet and greet
Sitting alone, waiting for the phone
Toring...

Anticipation of something




Tandem
By Petrina Finn

I think about my tandem
sitting still in the shed

A steal of a purchase
from a generous stranger
Hoping to introduce me
to the sport of cycling

I think about the adventures

my co-pilot and I will have

As we roam through countryside
Cycling roads less travelled

To places of childhood memory
and areas yet to be discovered
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Tandem
(Continued)

I think about my tandem partner

The trust I have in them to navigate us
on our regular cycles together

Building physical strength

While calming the mind

But that is all I do, think...
about my tandem still sitting in the shed
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Here We Are
By Gerda Archer

What are the things that truly matter
Could peace on earth be a true factor
Would looking within be a starting place
To develop loving kindness for our race

What has caused the state we are in
When anger arises as a response thing
To justify indignation no matter what
Ignoring our state of mind or not

Accepting opposites as part of life

Would lessen the response of strife

There is right in wrong, and wrong in right!
Opening dimensions to brighter light

12



Here We Are

(Continued)

Each soul has its own special place
Travelling the earth at its own pace
Some are fast and some are slow
All are actors in a learning show

What a boring place this would be
If everyone was just like me!
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Writing Group Trials and

Tribulations
By Eugene Hancock

As I've said before, writing was never my strong
point. In school, stringent subjects were more
my forte. Hopefully my writing has improved
since joining The Hardliners.

Unfortunately some bad habits never die. As
normal I woke at about 7am. I had some
breakfast. I then got dressed. I checked the
time on my watch. I was a little early as the
library in Coolock doesn't open till 1®am. So, I
lay back down on the bed and scrolled through
my phone. I must have fallen back to sleep.
When I woke, I looked at my watch. It was 1pm.
I started to panic. I quickly gathered my writing
stuff and rushed to the library. In my younger
days, I used to think in my mind, “When God
made time, he made lots of it". But when you get
to my age, that theory doesn't apply anymore.
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When I look back, I wasted probably the best
years of my life. I wasted my younger days. I
prioritised work. I worked every hour God sent
me. I tried to improve the standard of living for
myself and my family. One particular year stands
out in my mind, when we had three foreign
holidays. The third of which I spent in bed
through fatigue. I wasn't good company for my
wife and children on that particular holiday. As
you go through life, you realise how important
time is. It doesn't matter about the material
things in life. As they say, time is precious. It
doesn't matter how much money you have
because you can't buy time.
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The Better Offer
By Michael Hayes

As I was enjoying a nice leisurely stroll along the
prom in Salthill, I was in good spirits because
my brother Peter who works as a pilot with
Heathrow-based Atlantic Airlines had just been
promoted to captain on the Boeing 757. This
aircraft has a special place in the hearts of many
pilots because of its performance and versatility.

My friend Colin, who was guiding me, said,
“Dave, will you be going to that respite centre in
Mullingar any time soon?”

“No. To be quite honest with you, I'm a little
apprehensive about going back to that place
because of Joshua and Jacob, two lads who
used to bully me whenever they could. They used
to call me hurtful names”.
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Colin was horrified to hear me say this as he
knew how much I enjoyed going to the respite
centre and meeting other visually impaired
people like me. He suggested that I touch base
with the centre staff and report Joshua and
Jacob. I thought this was a very good idea and
made a mental note to mention it to my parents
when I got home.

Meanwhile, I asked Colin how his sister Kayleigh
was getting on in Waterford where she works as
a veterinary nurse.

He replied, “Dave, I'm delighted to tell you
Kayleigh is getting on really well. She’s on
annual leave next week so she has invited you
down for a few days.”

CHECK OUT OUR WEBSITE TO FIND OUT
WHAT HAPPENS NEXT. SCAN THE ﬂ
QR CODE TO BRING YOU TO THE LA
STORY
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The Bear’s Tale
By Anne O’Brien

Teddy is my name. My name is boringly common
apparently. If I was another bear I would have
the same name. Most of us are named Teddy
after the former United States president,
Theodore Roosevelt, whose nickname was
Teddy. He hated the nickname but his
supporters called him that. Apparently he had
gone on a hunting trip in Mississippi; a guide
had caught a bear, stunned it and tied it to a
tree and suggested that the president shoot it.
Roosevelt felt that was unsportsmanlike and
refused, sparing the bear. Manufacturers
produced a well stuffed bear and called it Teddy.
It became a best seller, brought the president’s
popularity up greatly, and the company made a
fortune.
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I am a rather mature bear having been
manufactured in the 1950s in the UK. I was
bought by a toy shop in Manchester. I was very
lucky; I was purchased as a gift for a grandchild.
Life was quite happy for a number of years and I
was treated quite well, cuddled quite a bit by the
grandchild, even getting an occasional washing.
I didn't like it much but I suppose I came out
clean, if wet. My owner would put me out in the
sun if it was shining; if not I got a rub with a
towel. I did prefer the sun rather than being
rubbed dry.

The child was called Chloe and was from a
wealthy family. One summer we went on a
seaside trip, and on the beach one day there
was a storm and I was blown away. When the
storm calmed down I could hear Chloe crying
out for me. I had been blown into the dunes and
was lost and alone for the first time.
Unfortunately despite the parents and other
people searching for me I was not found.
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As the days passed I became very lonely and
was desperate for company and I had sand in
my eyes. OK, I had a fur coat so wasn'’t very cold.
But I remembered years when it had rained and
snowed so the wish for an owner was in my
mind.

One day a group with a dog came up to the
dunes and the dog found me and picked me up
in his teeth and brought me over to the family.
When one of the little girls saw me she tried to
grab me. The dog resisted and drew back
holding me by my right ear when the girl pulled
again. She succeeded in taking me but a small
part of my ear was torn off. I survived and was
taken home by the family.

CHECK OUT OUR WEBSITE TO FIND OUT

WHAT HAPPENS NEXT. SCAN THE &
QR CODE TO BRING YOU TO THE 324 i
STORY T T
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Those Good Old Days in Mayo
By Martin Kelly

As Padraic Colum reminds us in his poem, “An
Old Woman of the Roads™:

O, to have a little house!

To own the hearth and stool and all!
The heaped up sods against the fire,
The pile of turf against the wall!

To have a clock with weights and chains
And pendulum swinging up and down!

A dresser filled with shining delph,
Speckled and white and blue and brown!

Thankfully, the clocks have moved forward one
hour and the calorie loaded Easter eggs are now
only a fading memory. Moreover, the Spring
birds are returning and frantically gathering
useful materials to build their nests.
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As the soil is gradually heating up and the
dormant gardens are slowly awakening from
their inert state. With the heating up of the soil,
the Spring bulbs and shrubs are tentatively
emerging from their Winter slumber. Meanwhile,
according to folklore, daylight is extending by a
hen’s step each day as we head towards the
Summer equinox.

So! Before too long, my school year will be
winding down and the long anticipated Summer
holidays will thankfully have come around again.
Today is my penultimate day in 5th Class in the
Primary School at the Curragh Military Camp
with Mrs Costello. We've been informed that
after we return for the new school year, Mrs
O’Brien will take over as our class teacher.

We've all said our fond goodbyes to Mrs Costello
and, before departing, we gorged ourselves with
lemonade and biscuits before dashing across
the large school playground and out the

decorative iron gates. -



The mind now focused on getting home and
stashing my mala scoile (school bag) for the
next eight weeks or so. After a ten minute trot
home through the barracks, to McDonagh
married quarters, I grabbed a piece of my
mother's homemade bread topped with jam,
before heading out to join with my friends.

Although I had reduced eyesight due to a
progressive eye disease, not to worry. Now with
holidays in the air and Spring in my step, I
joined in a collection of interactive games
taking place around our endless Curragh Camp
playground. Participating in children's games,
ranging from Queenie-Eye-Oh using a small
handball to hopscotch around a chalk-marked
area using a small sand-filled polish tin to kick
on one leg to move the place marker. On
occasions, it was Ring a Ring o' Rosie using a
small hankie as the deadly symbol.
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More tellingly, on fine evenings, everyone
around the married quarters joined in a
communal skipping session, with children and
adults joining together to enjoy this energetic
exercise.

My mum’s homemade bread had been baked in
the oven of a heavy duty black iron range. The
black range sat in one corner of our former
British Army house which consisted of a small
kitchen, an adjacent sitting room, a single
upstairs bedroom and an extremely cold outside
toilet. For a fridge, we had a built-in larder for
storing the perishable food. There was a small
white ceramic sink with a single cold tap. No
mod cons to cater for all of our food storage
along with washing and cleaning needs.

Nevertheless, with our annual holidays now on
the horizon, apart from dealing with unending
domestic chores, Mum was now focused on
preparing our large holiday suitcase.
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Filling it with essentials for our annual country
visit to her birth place in County Mayo. While my
dad, Mike, a sergeant in the regular army, had
arranged a requisition to purchase our rail
tickets from the nearby Kildare rail station to our
destination in Claremorris. Our Triumph bicycles
were cleaned and oiled for hours of gallivanting
around the gravel roads and boreens of South
Mayo. These sturdy bicycles will be our principle
modus operandi once we arrive at my Uncle
Johnny's holding off the Ballinrobe road.

/ e———
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After departing Kildare and a couple of train
changes at Portarlington and Athlone, it’s
onward and upward now on the Westport train
as it scoots up Gallagher’s Hill on the final leg
into Claremorris Railway Station.
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Claremorris Rail Station is acknowledged as a
hub for pilgrims across Ireland and beyond as
they make their way to the Holy Shrine at Knock
where, in 1879, a reputed apparition began for a
group of local villagers. The Knock Shrine is
recognised by the Catholic Church as a place of
faith, hope and healing and, during our stay, we
also made a visit to the Knock Shrine, to pray for
a cure for my diminishing eyesight.

Dan Lavelle, the local hackney driver, had
already been primed to meet us at the station to
whisk us back to Gorlough. Once everything had
been loaded up, we set off with our suitcase and
bicycles now securely tied down. However, after
a couple of miles on a regular tarred road we
turned right onto a dirt road and headed up
Caltra Hill on the run down to Gorlough and our
final destination. The Parish of Taugheen was
my mother’s birth place before she made her
way to Kildare to marry Mike Kelly, who was then
a soldier based on the Curragh Military Camp.
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Once everything is off-loaded and, within a
matter of minutes, our Sunday best is neatly
stored away and it's into our conventional
farming gear for the remainder of the holidays.
My mother, Mary, dons one of her sensible
cross-over aprons and we were suitably attired
for our country holiday.

Naturally, adjusting to the unique features
associated with a traditional thatched cottage
was a challenge in itself. Adapting to no water
on tap, a pottie under the bed or an outdoor dry
toilet in the cart house wasn't pleasant but
unavoidable. Moreover, we relied on a large tar
barrel at the gable of the cottage to collect the
rain water coming down off the roof, to cater for
all of our general washing needs. Out of
necessity, our drinking water was fetched from a
local spring-well on a regular basis. During dry
Summer spells, the emptied tar barrel was
loaded onto the ass-cart and off we went to
Lizzy Harley’s bridge to fill the barrel from the

gently flowing stream.
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