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INTRODUCTION


The Duke of Wellington, Samuel Beckett, C.S. Lewis, Jonathan Swift and Stalin’s Foreign Minister: these are just a few of those people who played a part in shaping Belfast’s history. As you weave your way through this Little Book of Belfast, it will highlight the depth of history in a city that began life in medieval times as a simple river crossing with few inhabitants.


Belfast has had its share of troubles through the many centuries of its existence. It has seen many challenges and triumphs, which will be laid out in the many stories here that trace its history; stories that will hopefully capture the spirit of this great city through its people, education, industry, charity, music, politics and so on.


As an example of the growth of Belfast, a population survey in 1801 showed Belfast with a population of 20,000 and Dublin with 200,000. By 1901 the figures were Belfast 349,000 and Dublin 348,000, and in the chapter on Belfast as an industrial giant you will see how this massive growth was achieved.


In the field of charity, Belfast opened the first fever hospital in Ireland in the 1790s, part of the ongoing efforts of the Belfast Charitable Society that was founded in 1752 and was responsible for providing an early form of free health care for the poor. All the doctors involved provided their services at no charge to their patients. An example of this was the lying-in hospital (a maternity hospital), which was opened in a house at 25 Donegall Street in 1785 to provide a safe environment for poor women to give birth in. The Belfast Charitable Society also opened a poor house in 1774 in North Queen Street to provide accommodation for the aged poor of the town. Again the physicians who attended the sick in the house gave of their services free.


This book tells Belfast’s story from its foundation to the present day when it has become one of the ‘must see’ cities on the planet, voted one of the world’s top destinations by National Geographic. It is a city that is alive with creativity, innovation, music, talent, craic, the odd drink and plenty of good humour. There is always something happening in Belfast with festivals throughout the year and world-class visitor attractions such as Titanic Belfast. What makes Belfast special are the people. What makes Belfast surprising are some of the hidden stories that its people have produced. Our aim is to give you a flavour of a unique and wonderful place.
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ASPECTS OF BELFAST’S HISTORY


There is archaeological evidence of life in Belfast during the Neolithic period (4000–2500 BC), the Bronze Age (2500–500 BC) and the Iron Age (500 BC–AD 500). As just two examples of pre-historic structures, there is the Iron Age Giant’s Ring on the outskirts of Belfast, which dates back to the Neolithic period and measures 200 metres across with five standing stones surrounding a megalithic chamber in the centre of an earthwork, and McArt’s Fort, that famous prominence that stands out against the skyline of the Cavehill.






	AD 82:


	Although the Romans never invaded Ireland, Cnaeus Julius Agricola, Governor of Britain had plans to cross over from Stranraer and enter the country by way of Belfast Lough, at that time known as Loch Lao – the Lough of the Calves.







	150:


	Claudius Ptolemy, a Greco-Roman living in Alexandria, produced a map that included the eastern part of Ireland and which showed the river Logia, the Latin name for the river Lagan.







	667:


	A battle took place between two of the warring tribes – the Ulidians and the Cruithins (Picts). This was when the name of Beal Feirste, which means ‘the approach to the sandbank or ford’, was first recorded. It was anglicised later and has today become Belfast.







	1177:


	The Norman knight John de Courcy arrived in Belfast and built a motte and bailey on the banks of the river Farset just above the strategic crossing point between upper and lower Clandeboye. He later moved onto Carrickfergus where he built a more substantial castle, which remains to this day as a monument to him. At this time Loch Lao was known as Carrickfergus Lough, as Belfast was still only a very small settlement.







	1210:


	King John passed through Belfast on his way to Carrickfergus.







	1306:


	
A tax roll of this year records the Little Church of the Ford, which was on the site of today’s St George’s in High Street and had a history that went all the way back to the tenth century.


Shankill Road has a history stretching all the way back even further, to the seventh century. The White Church that existed in this area was the Mother Church of Belfast, dating from this period to the sixteenth-century Reformation. This road was the ancient route out of Belfast to Antrim, 20 miles away, and over the nearby hills. In the 1830s a more direct route, the new Antrim Road, was built and the original Antrim Road was renamed Seanchill, which is Irish for ‘old church’ and was an acknowledgement of its former history.








	1476:


	A more substantial Norman-type castle was built in Belfast on the site of today’s British Home Stores. It was taken and demolished by one of the clan of the Clandeboye O’Neills.







	1489/
1503/
1512/
1523:


	The castle was taken and retaken by Hugh Roe O’Donnell in 1489 and then by the Earl of Kildare in 1503 and 1512. In 1523 the earl wrote to King Henry VIII that he had ‘taken a castle of Hugh O’Neill’s called Belfast and burned 24 miles of his country’.







	1571:


	Belfast Castle and town were granted to Sir Thomas Smith.







	1573:


	Belfast town was granted to the Earl of Essex.







	1574:


	The Gaelic Lord Clandeboye O’Neill, his father and his wife, were arrested by Essex and sent to Dublin for execution.







	1594–1603:


	Queen Elizabeth was determined to crush the last vestiges of the Ulster Gaels’ resistance in Ireland, and they were eventually defeated in March 1603. It is ironic that shortly before the final defeat of the Ulster Gaels, in the Nine Years War, the queen died and King James VI of Scotland took over the crown to become King James I of England.







	1603:


	
Sir Arthur Chichester, a soldier from Devon, who fought in the Nine Years War, was rewarded for his efforts and granted Belfast and Upper and Lower Clandeboye (today’s South Antrim and North Down), as well as other lands throughout Ulster. Initially he did not think too highly of Belfast and wrote, ‘And albeit when I have it att best perfection I will gladly sell the whole landes for the ———- five poundes’.


Chichester would later change his mind and even turned down an opportunity to go to Virginia in America.








	1605:


	Sir Arthur Chichester was appointed Lord Deputy of Ireland and he and King James began a plantation scheme for Ulster, whereby lowland Scottish Presbyterians and Anglicans from Devon were encouraged to come to Ulster with the promise of land. They also rewarded other soldiers who had fought in Queen Elizabeth’s Nine Years War and were known as ‘Undertakers’. These soldiers were granted 2,000 acres with the undertaking that they had to build English-style houses and a bawn – a protective wall, behind which the planters could retreat when under attack from the native Irish.







	1605–16:


	Sir Arthur Chichester as Lord Deputy of Ireland – the King’s Representative – was able during his tenure to add the Irish harp to the Royal Standard.







	1611:


	Sir Arthur Chichester rebuilt Belfast Castle and in 1612 he was created Baron Chichester of Belfast.







	1613:


	Belfast was granted borough status, which entitled it to send two MPs to the Dublin Parliament. Its first two MPs were Sir John Blennerhasset and George Trevillian. A borough allowed Belfast to have a sovereign (mayor), twelve burgesses, and freemen.







	1625:


	Sir Arthur Chichester died and was buried alongside his wife in St Nicholas’ Parish Church in Carrickfergus.







	1636:


	The Eagle’s Wing, a ship built in Belfast by Presbyterian ministers, set sail for New England but due to severe weather had to return home. It would not be until the 1750s that there would be a mass emigration of Presbyterians to America.







	1642:


	A wall (rampier) was built around Belfast to protect the Scottish and English planters, as there was an uprising throughout Ireland by the native and Anglo-Irish Catholics.







	1649:


	
During the Cromwellian Period, Ireland supported King Charles I. A Colonel Venables marched to ‘Royalist’ Belfast and after a four-day siege he captured the town.


In 1644 the Belfast Presbyterians had taken over the Anglican Church in High Street but in 1649 Colonel Venables banished them not only from the church but from Belfast itself and turned the church into a citadel (fort), using lead from the roof to make musket bullets. The Presbyterian ministers would not be able to return to Belfast until the restoration of the monarchy under King Charles II, and even then it was not until around 1680 they were able to build their first meeting house in Hercules Street, today’s Royal Avenue.








	1688:


	The Long Bridge and its twenty-one arches, spanning the river Lagan was opened. The Earl of Donegall opened a Latin school at the corner of Ann Street and School House Lane (today’s Church Lane). Also in this period the earl diverted the wide river Blackstaff (Owen Na Varra – the ‘River of the Stakes’) to emerge at what is today’s Old Gasworks site at Cromac Street/Ormeau Road.







	1690:


	
King William III arrived in Ireland with his troops and stopped off in Belfast, staying in the castle of the Earl of Donegall’s, who was the late Sir Arthur Chichester’s nephew. The king was on his way to the Battle of the Boyne. The consequences of the defeat of King James II at the Battle of the Boyne, and the later Treaty of Limerick, would lead to the Dublin Parliament introducing the Penal Laws.


In the 1690s, sections of the Penal Laws, which in the main were directed against Catholics, would also affect Ulster Presbyterians, and in the eighteenth century this led to a strange alliance between radical Presbyterians and the native Irish Catholics, eventually leading to the 1798 uprising.








	1695:


	
The First Presbyterian Church was opened in Rosemary Street by Revd John McBride. He, like many Irish Presbyterians of his day, travelled to Glasgow to study for the ministry. In 1680 he was ordained Minister of Clare, County Armagh. By 1688 he had moved to Borgue near Kirkcudbright in Scotland. He returned to Ireland and was installed in Belfast in October 1694. At the time, the First Presbyterian Meeting House was at the corner of Hercules Lean, today’s Royal Avenue. Reverend McBride was well known to the Earl of Donegall’s family and used this connection to obtain a lease of land in Rosemary Lean where, in 1695, he opened a meeting house.


During the period of Queen Anne’s reign (1702–14) the Dissenters were subjected to some of the Penal Laws that were mainly directed against the Catholic population. Some of the Penal Laws that applied to Presbyterians were that one could not attend Trinity College Dublin, be an officer in the army, become a member of a corporation (town council), or be a lawyer. The Presbyterian Sovereign (Mayor) of Belfast, David Buttle, had to leave office in July 1704 as he refused to take communion in the Church of Ireland church. One of the other Penal Laws that applied to the Presbyterians was the payment of tithes (land taxes) to the Church of Ireland.








	 


	
Another law mandated that anyone holding public office had to take an oath that the Pretender was not the son of James II. Reverend McBride refused to do this and fled to Scotland in 1705 to avoid arrest, returning in 1708. In 1709, McBride again refused to sign the Oath of Abjuration, and was due to be arrested. Having received this information in advance he fled once again to Scotland. As he made his escape over the Long Bridge, the site of today’s Queen’s Bridge, he was challenged by a sentry who recognised him and should have arrested him. Fortunately, the sentry was a member of Revd McBride’s church and allowed him to continue his journey. McBride hid in a field in Ballymacaratt before making his way to Donaghadee Harbour and a boat to Scotland. While hiding in the field he lost a valuable gold ring belonging to the church which has never been found.


Back at the church in Rosemary Street, Sovereign Roger Haddock arrived to arrest the now absent McBride. After searching the church without success, he entered the manse next to the church and made his way to McBride’s bedroom. Realising he had fled, in his frustration the Sovereign drew his sword and stabbed a portrait of McBride hanging over the bed. Today that damaged painting hangs in the Session Room of the First Presbyterian Church in Rosemary Street.








	 


	
On the day of Queen Anne’s death, Sunday 1 August 1714, a Schism Act came into effect in Ireland, which allowed the authorities to close down Presbyterian meeting houses. Queen Anne’s death and the arrival of George I, the first king of the Hanoverian period, was welcome news to Irish Presbyterians.


An incident at the time sums up the dramatic change that took place. Robert McBride, son of Revd McBride, on hearing about Queen Anne’s demise, mounted his father’s old horse to spread the good news. On his journey he was stopped by a Church of Ireland minister. The encounter is recorded as follows: ‘Hey, youngster, I suppose you and your mare are Presbyterian: She is so lean and meagre, and her ears hanging down, and you much in the same puritanical plight. Though I pity you, you deserve what you have got.’ The boy replied, ‘I thank you sir, but my mare will prick up her ears anon, and fling at all rough riders, since we know that Queen Anne is dead.’ The churchman was aghast at the news and quickly scurried away.








	 


	
The death of Queen Anne allowed the safe return of Revd McBride to Belfast where he continued as minister of the First Presbyterian Church in Rosemary Street until his death in 1718.


McBride’s grandson, Admiral John McBride, escorted Princess Caroline to England in 1760 to marry George III. The famous American writer Edgar Allan Poe was also a descendent of McBride.








	1701:


	
Sovereign George McCartney was able to boast that Belfast was made up of 3,000 Presbyterians, 2,000 Episcopalians (Anglicans) and only 5 Papists.


Patrick Neill, from Scotland, who was invited over to Belfast in the 1690s, printed his first book, A Book of Psalms, followed in 1704 by his partner James Blow, who is credited with printing the first edition of the Bible in Ireland. There is some doubt about this claim as there is a record of him not printing his Bible until later.








	1703:


	Arthur Chichester, the 3rd Earl of Donegall, set up a regiment in the grounds of his Belfast Castle, a regiment that later became the Royal Sussex Regiment.







	1706:


	The 3rd Earl of Donegall, fighting with the Duke of Marlboro’s forces in Spain, was killed at Fort Monjuich. He was buried in Spain. He had also been involved in the treaty that gave Gibraltar to Queen Anne.







	1708:


	To add to the misery of the Earl of Donegall’s family, their castle was severely damaged in a fire in which three of the Donegall children, along with a servant and the daughter of a minister, were lost. There were plans to rebuild the castle but it was decided instead that the family would move to England and become absentee landlords. Belfast and many other parts of Ireland were part of the Donegall family estate and agents would act for them in the collection of rent. Meanwhile, to cater for the increasing Presbyterian population, the Second Presbyterian Church was opened by Doctor Kirkpatrick, assistant to Revd McBride, directly behind the first church in Rosemary Street.






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Acknowledgements



		Introduction



		1. Aspects of Belfast’s History



		2. Famous People and Their Connection to Belfast



		3. Belfast: At One Time an Industrial Giant



		4. Churches, Education and Charity



		5. The Castles, Rivers and Bridges of Belfast



		6. Arts, Music, Entertainment and Sport



		7. Belfast’s Architectural Heritage



		8. This, That and the Other: A Miscellany of Interesting Facts, Humour and Malapropisms



		9. Up and Down the City Streets



		Bibliography











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE LITTLE BOOK OF

BELFAST

RAYMOND O’REGAN
& ARTHUR MAGEE






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
LITTLE

BOOK
OF

BELFAST

RAYMOND O'REGAN
& ARTHUR MAGEE

The
History
Press





