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“The little boats beneath the Norman castle, 

The pier shining with lumps of crystal salt; 

The Scotch Quarter was a line of residential houses 

But the Irish Quarter was a slum for the blind and halt.” 

Louis MacNiece (1907-1963) 

 

“What’s the rush?” – that is the question one would have probably asked two travellers, an 

Iranian mechanician and a Russian cosmologist, rushing full speed someplace up north along 

the otherwise peaceful shore of the Belfast Lough on a sunny Saturday morning of the 13th 

August, and that is how all good stories start off. What was that thing that drove them out of 

the shadow of incomprehensible mathematical equations and rigours of exact sciences into 

the misty habitat of the Irish social and spiritual history which spans the rocky coast of the 

land of giants? There might have been a thousand reasons, or none, but the truth is that they 

were driven by the hunger to meet their fellow members of the Numismatic Society of Ireland 

(Northern Branch) on a tour of the Province’s mint heritage, in person and for the first time 

since the start of the pandemic. This time, the Society set out to revisit the historical town of 

Carrickfergus, built upon the ancient rock of Fergus – a fabled king of Dalriada – by no lesser 

a legend than John de Courcy, the self-anointed Prince of Ulster.  

But first things first, and the two arrived just in time to join the touring party of eleven 

members ready to enter the doors of the White House in Newtownabbey and be welcome 

by a member of staff who had 

kindly agreed to host the visit. 

Needless to say that the group 

was not new to the place, which 

back in April 2013 hosted an 

excellent talk by Dr John Rainey 

on Gunmoney, and later on was 

visited by the members on 

several occasions, yet it has 

never ceased to surprise a keen 



 

eye with updated features and facilities. A short video on the War of Three Kings, 1688-1691, 

was set for watching in the main gallery and some tea and coffee boosts upstairs for 

reflections and chat.  

The tower house, dating from circa 1569 – the turbulent time of the first abortive Elizabethan 

plantation of east Ulster - was a meeting place of William of Orange, who arrived at 

Carrickfergus on the 14th June 1690, with his army, landing at the ancient quay near the 

White House, and with General Schomberg and his staff, who in August 1689 had laid siege 

to the Jacobite garrison at Carrickfergus Castle and received the surrender inside a week on 

honourable terms.  

The video exhibition revived the main stages of the campaign and the outcomes for each 

party, as fortune favoured the Williamites and misfortune drove the Jacobite ‘wild geese’ out 

to the Continent. Following the showing, the members walked around the small collection of 

historical artefacts housed in the museum, including a display of contemporary silver and 

copper coins from the period. During the 1800s, the building of the White House fell into 

disrepair and was later used as a gospel hall until 1997. In 2000, it was purchased on behalf 

of the Abbey Historical Society, and the White House Preservation Trust was formed to 

preserve and restore the building. It was a pleasure to see living evidence of ongoing 

research, especially by younger users, facilitated by a range of teaching aids and re-

enactments.  

  

  



 

After leaving the friendly atmosphere of 

the White House, the next destination 

on the tour was Carrickfergus Castle, 

where the group was met and greeted 

by a visitor guide, Mr Warren Coates. 

Starting from the foundation of the 

castle by an Anglo-Norman knight, John 

de Courcy, from Somerset, who battled 

his way up to Carrickfergus in 1177, 

accompanied by a small army of 22 

knights and some 300 foot soldiers, the 

story spans centuries of brutal conflicts 

witnessed by the town. The Norman architecture of the castle proved to be a superior 

example and timeless memorial to the skills and expertise of the builders in defensive 

engineering. The castle was set upon a promontory rock surrounded by the deep-sea waters 

and a ditch. A freshwater spring well, possibly a holy well, in the middle of the rock was a 

source of drinkable water during the sieges, inaccessible to the enemy. The castle entrance, 

flanked by the mighty turrets, offered a range of surprises to the attackers, including a strong 

wooden door, murder holes, vaulting, a huge portcullis, and a drawbridge over a moat. Some 

means of biological warfare were speculatively suggested as well.  

As the ambitions of John de Courcy grew, and he styled himself as the Prince of Ulster, 

married the daughter of the Manx king, promoted the personal cult of St. Patrick, and even 

minted coins in his own name, he inevitably came into conflict with the king of England. The 

castle was overtaken in 1204 by a rival Norman adventurer, Hugh de Lacy, who greatly 

extended the structure and walls. The first documentary evidence of Carrickfergus Castle is 

dated 1210, when King John of England arrived in Ireland with his fleet to reassert his 

dominance over the Norman lords and laid siege to the castle.  

Throughout the centuries that followed the town grew up about the castle, with important 

ecclesiastical and administrative buildings supporting the hold of the Anglo-Irish elite. The 

castle was besieged by Edward Bruce from May 1315 to Autumn 1315, and it was said that 

the starving defenders devoured eight Scottish hostages – a Halloween story with no 

documentary evidence whatsoever but loved by the visitors and castle guides alike, so it must 

have a chance to be told. The visit to the keep started by climbing the stairs to the high 

entrance, which would have had wooden rungs at the time, occasionally burnt to prevent 

access when under attack, to be met with a reconstruction of the castle dog, which was a 

kind of a local hound breed. Walking up one floor to the banquet hall, the group luckily 

skipped the story of the noble strained on the loo built inside the castle wall, which had no 



 

chance to amuse or entertain such an educated audience anyway, the members gazed in awe 

at the long table of the lord of the castle set for a feast with the faux delices of contemporary 

fine food.  

  

   

    

Up the stairs once more and the group found themselves in a magnificent private chamber 

of the lord of the castle on the top floor of the keep. The spacious and bright space would 

have looked different in the Middle Ages, partly due to the use of stretched and sewn dried 

cattle gut, or sometimes flattened horns, in place of the window glass. Also, there was no 

fireplace to warm this space, so that it would have been quite an uncomfortable dwelling 

during winter times. The space features a new oak roof built in the traditional way using only 

wooden dowels, which certainly enhances the sense of grandeur of the hall and invites the 

visitor to spend a little bit more time inside the historical premises. Leaving the hall, the group 



 

took the spiral staircase which, being the only access to the private chamber at the time, 

showcases the genius of the castle defence engineering and features a trip step and other 

impediments aimed to confuse and delay any attackers.  

   

   

The snaking stairwell took the group down to the basement of the keep in the vaulted room 

of the castle kitchen with adjacent pantry where such staples as cheese, eggs, and bread 

would be stored. There, in the echo of the ancient walls, another portion of castle tales was 

served up by the castle guide. Back in the sunlight of the castle courtyard, the guide benefited 

profoundly from the members’ knowledge of the Norman period and showed a great interest 

in some coins of the period we had brought. A lively discussion took place on the nature and 

credibility of scientific reconstructions of the chronologies and events of the past, as the 

fencers amicably concurred that the current knowledge is yet incomplete and subject to 



 

further historical research and archaeological discoveries. This brought the tour of the castle 

to the end, and the witty and knowledgeable guide received a round of cheers from the 

grateful tourists.  

The last leg of the tour of the town was a visit to the Carrickfergus Museum and Civic Centre. 

Having some friends lost and found on the short walk to the museum, and a supposedly quick 

lunch turning into a more extended one, the tour finally started with revisiting the 

architectural history of the town from the earliest times through to modernity. The exhibition 

guide, Ms Shirin Murphy, Museums Officer Mid and East Antrim Borough, provided brief 

insights on the history of the town and museum collections spanning the timeline from the 

Neolithic to the 20th century. The story of the town walls was told, which still can be found in 

places around the historical town centre. As a symbol of English dominance, the town and 

market of Carrickfergus appeared to be under threat in the mid. 1560s, although the crown 

refused to pay for the construction of defensive walls. Some funds were raised locally and 

the work began at a low pace. In June 1573, Sir Brian Phelim O’Neill burnt the town, taking 

advantage of yet incomplete building works. In 1599, Lord Deputy Sir Arthur Chichester took 

charge of the works and by 1610 had his fine mansion, Joymount, built in the east corner of 

the walled town. The town walls held out for a week against General Schomberg’s troops in 

1689 and again in 1760 against the expeditionary French corps under Thurot.  

The highlights of the museum collection include the royal charters of Elizabeth I and James I, 

a wide range of pottery shards and ceramics, a medieval armour suit of fine Italian 

workmanship, the silver-gilt ceremonial sword and mace, amongst other objects and 

documents. Some coins and tokens were present too, although their small size and a lack of 

suitable lighting precluded their full appreciation.  

The tranquilising dimmed-light environment of the museum, sparsely interspersed by 

spotlights drawing the visitor’s attention to particular features of the exhibits displayed, was 

finally swapped for the brighter rooms of the permanent exhibition dedicated to the US Army 

Rangers. Carrickfergus was the birthplace of the 1st US Army Ranger Battalion during the 

Second World War, and the events and faces speak to the visitors through the objects and 

documents on display. The final place in the museum to visit was the gaol house building 

dating from ca. 1900, although the place itself was occupied back as far as ca. 1232 by a 

Franciscan Friary, which hosts the materials telling the story of the Antrim Artillery militia 

based on the site in the 19th and early 20th centuries. 



 

 

  

  

Having thanked the tour guide for a most informative and entertaining excursion, as well as 

free books and booklets providing a wealth of information on Carrickfergus across the 

centuries, the travelling party took a final stroll through the historical North Gate (dated 1608 

but heavily restored in the 20th century) and then past the remains of Irish Gate and the 

adjacent wall, excavated by the late T.G. Delaney in 1977-1979, back to the horse powers of 

their cars for the return ride.  

This ends the story of the long-awaited gathering of the Society members united in a common 

interest in local history and coins. The Iranian mechanician and Russian cosmologist, now at 

a comfortable speed, were heading back to Belfast, vividly recollecting what one might have 

missed and the other noticed and feeling certain cognitive affinity to the history of the land 



 

of giants revisited today. Verily, as one once aphorised: “tell me and I forget, teach me and I 

remember, involve me and I learn!”  

    

P.S. Special thanks are owed to the NSI-NB members on tour for their smiles, cheers, 

comments and photographs, as well as to the great Irish weather, that altogether made this 

visit a most enjoyable and educating experience!  

 


