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Fig. 1. Carrickfergus Castle, from the west.
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Abstract
Since the monograph on this castle (fig. 1) was
published in 1981,1 there have been a number of
changes to our understanding of it. On the one
hand, there have been interventions and studies
of the fabric and below-ground archaeology; on
the other, the context of the study has changed.
Six areas have been excavated: three in and
around the great tower, one along the east side
of the inner ward, one against the west wall of
the outer ward and one of the area over the
casemates (or storehouses) along the east side of
the same ward.2 In 2015 the Centre for Archaeological Fieldwork, School of Geography, Archaeology and Palaeoecology, Queen’s
University Belfast, were commissioned by the
Northern Ireland Environment Agency to make
a detailed register of all the visible features of
the fabric. The authors undertook the work
which both brought together much of the evidence and prompted a re-assessment of the account given the 1981 monograph. In this, we
were greatly helped by the comments and new
suggestions from Pamela Marshall and Con
Manning and the time that they spent at the

castle with Edith Logue and with us. In the years
since 1981 there have also been some inappropriate interventions, notably the insertion of
walls into the great tower and crude restorations
of its fabric at battlement level and of its north
wall. In addition, the context of the study has
changed in two ways. The monograph was published only five years after the appearance of the
second edition of Brown’s ‘English Castles’, and
the world of castle studies has changed a great
deal since then. We know more about the physical surroundings of the castle and the history of
later medieval Ireland, in particular the organisation of the English lordships has been studied
much more and understood. In 1981, there had
been very little published recently on castles in
Ireland; since then there have been excavations
and monographs on individual examples and
two general accounts. It is timely, therefore, for
an article to lay out the new positions on the
castle up to the 18th century. This article summarises the observations made since 1981, principally a wider understanding of the reasons for
the choice of the site for a castle, a refinement of
the stages of the building of the 12th century
castle, a re-dating of the gatehouse and a reassessment of the extent of rebuilding from the
mid 16th century to the beginning of the 18th
century.
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The choice of the site
Early in 1177 John de Courcy seized the Kingdom of Ulaidh, which claimed to cover the
present counties of Antrim and Down, but was
divided up into five territories. The core was
the land of the ruling dynasty, the Dal Fiatach,
covering eastern and northern Co. Down with
southern Co. Antrim, including the northern
shore of Belfast Lough; their centre was at
Downpatrick. Western Down was the land of
the Ui Echach Cobha, under the family of the
Maginnesses. The Dal n’Araidhe held mid
Antrim, with the Ui Tuirtre and the Fir Li
controlling the north from south of the present
Ballymena area to the coast. De Courcy had
two agendas for his lordship, political and economic, and the choice of site for his caput and
castle show them well. Politically, he planned
to expand the area of effective control over the
whole of the former kingdom: economically he
wanted to exploit arable land and connect his
lordship to the commercial network of the Irish
Sea, built around Bristol, Waterford, Dublin,
Chester and the Isle of Man. He rejected Downpatrick as his caput; it was too deep inside the
lordship to be a base for expansion or for communications with the sea; the unfinished motte
in the royal enclosure shows that he left it,
presumably under the control of the Bishop.
He had two lines for political or military advance: westwards in Co. Down or northwards
in Co. Antrim. The western route led towards
Newry and then south through the Gap of the
North to the present Co. Louth. This was to
intrude into an area of major conflict between
the Irish kingdoms of Airgialla and Cenel
Eoghain, who had been pushing south into
Meath for two generations. In Co. Antrim the
lordships were disunited: Dal n’Araidhe was
weak, while the Ui Tuirtre were recent intruders from the west. Politically the northern
option was the best line of advance. This was
matched by the fact that the land in Co. Antrim
is better suited to arable farming than the lands
of western Down, dominated by drumlins.
Commercial links required harbours and the
eastern shore of Ulster has three main sea
loughs for them: Strangford, Belfast and Larne

Loughs. Strangford has a fierce entry passage
for shipping and is entirely related to the core
Dal Fiatach lands. Larne Lough lay north of
the area immediately controlled by De Courcy.
Belfast Lough lay at the north of the Dal Fiatach lands, where they adjoined Dal n’Araidhe
and the north of Antrim. It connected the Irish
Sea best with the most favourable line of economic and political advance; John de Courcy
looked for a site on its northern shore.
The best was at Carrickfergus; although it
seems to have had no earlier occupation, it was
an excellent site for a 12th century port. It had
a gently shelving bay with a bed of firm sand
and mud; ships could come in at high tide,
settle on the bed and be emptied at low tide.
The bay was sheltered on the eastern, seaward
side by a volcanic dike of basalt or dolerite.
There was a strip of good land, a mile or two
wide, between the sea and the Antrim hills,
with lines of communication along the coast
and through the hills into mid Antrim and the
valley of the Six Mile Water. As such it provided a site, not just for a castle but also for a
town, the hallmark of 12th century economic
advance. MacManama-Kearin’s analysis of the
viewsheds of the castle emphasises these
points.3 The windows of the De Courcy’s great
hall look out to the sea approaches to the castle;
the views from his grand chamber at the top of
the great tower focus on the port and the views
to the along the shoreline to the west, while the
gatehouse dominates the market place of the
town. Interestingly she points out that the
castle does not dominate the views from afar;
sited in a cup of low rising land, on the shore
and with its dark walls seen against a dark
background, it recedes into the background
until the viewer is within about a kilometre of
it. The visual stress is on the view provided for
the people invited inside: displaying his economic and social position to his friends, allies
and household members seems to have been
more important to De Courcy than distant domination.
In terms of castle building, the site was well
chosen. It was placed on a basalt or dolerite sill
projecting into the sea, on the eastern side of
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the harbour, surrounded on three sides by the
sea. Crucially the rock site has a supply of fresh
water, now accessed by a well under the great
tower. However, the water levels in the well do
not now reach up to ground level which has
raised the question of how the builders could
have known that there was a source of fresh
water on a rock projecting into the sea. Two
things have clarified the problem. Firstly, the
excavations in and around the great tower have
shown that there was soil on the rock, which
could have supported vegetation. Secondly a
record of the water levels in the well, taken
over a year, showed that they did not correlate
with the immediate rainfall; the source must lie
with water accumulating higher up the basalt
sill and seeping down it. The ground to the
north is now covered by buildings and tarmac
roads which will have cut off much of the
former water source; the water may well have
reached much higher than now. It is possible
to envisage that there was a tree, or trees, on the
rock which betrayed the presence of a steady
water supply. Once this had been established,
other questions of supply would have been
settled.
The castle needed supplies of materials for
construction. The rubble of the main walls was
supplied by the basalt or dolerite rock from the
volcanic sill on which the castle was built.
This rose to about a maximum of 6-7 metres
above high tide, with the highest point below
the great tower and to the north of it. The
eastern side is irregular; along it the rock level
below the castle wall rises and falls. Excavation on the eastern side, along the middle curtain has shown that the rock falls away in steps
down to high tide level. It would seem that
there was a shelf along the east side, around
two or three metres above high tide level, but
two or three below the level of the rock and the
soil above it to the west. The shelf may have
extended from the east into the centre of the
promontory and this may have prompted the
siting of the inner and middle curtains along its
southern edge. It is unlikely that it was left like
this at the end of quarrying; this is probably the
original eastern edge of the sill. By contrast,
along the western flank, the rock ends in a

more or less vertical drop, so we may conclude
that this side was the site of the quarry. This left
a rock spine east of the harbour to give shelter
to the boats and to act as the foundations of the
castle. As well as this rough stone (the basalt
could not be cut with medieval tools, although
splitting it could provide at least one decent
face to a block) the builders needed freestone
for the facing stones at angles and features. At
first they used the red or grey Craigavad sandstone, which could be quarried along the north
shore of Belfast Lough. They soon replaced
this with the finer, creamy-yellow limestone
from Cultra on the opposite side of the Lough.
Mortar and plaster need sand and lime. The
first could be got from beaches along the Lough
shore, more commonly on the south side. Chalk
for lime can be quarried along the scarp of hills
on the Antrim side, but most readily from the
cliffs above the sea at Whitehead, east of Carrickfergus. All these quarries occur near or at
the shore, within five miles or so from Carrickfergus; they could have been carried there by
barge in easy trips in reasonable weather. Good
oak timber would have been readily available
from the coastal strip of land between the sea
and the Antrim hills. Roofs could have been
covered either by wooden shingles or by rough
slate available near Bangor (Co. Down), like
Cultra on the other side of the Lough; slates
from there have been identified from excavations in the town. Only metals could not be
sourced locally: lead for roofs and gutters and
iron for tools and nails.
De Courcy’s main difficulty will have been
with labour. Although there had been construction in stone and mortar in Ulster and in Ireland
generally by the 1170s when he started building, this was limited. Round towers were erected in major monasteries from the later 10th
century: the two nearest surviving examples to
Carrickfergus are at Antrim and Drumbo.
These structures required a workforce with
knowledge of stone resources in the region and
the ability to quarry them; knowledge of making mortar and, crucially, skills in scaffolding
and lifting stones to heights of twenty or thirty
metres. In design terms, the round towers are
simple and it was not until the early 12th centu-
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Fig. 2. Reconstruction of 12th century Carrickfergus Castle. Illustration by Libby Mulqueeny.
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Fig. 3. Carrickfergus Castle, plan.
ry that we have evidence of complex stone
buildings: Romanesque churches with elaborate carving, or Cistercian abbeys with complex plans. From the 1120s and after in eastern
Ulster we have sites such as Bangor and Erenagh abbeys, followed by Downpatrick. This is
only fifty years before the start of Carrickfergus and the volume of work was small; it was
also all religious.
The work at Carrickfergus must have created a
demand for local labour. The unskilled labourers working to quarry stone or cut trees, to
move the material about or to mix the mortar
might be farmers working at slack times of the
agricultural year, for little more than their food.
The men who organised them, however, were
at the least semi-skilled: quarrymen, stone-layers, scaffolders, basic carpenters or plasterers
are likely to have been more nearly full-time
workers. They could have been locals who had
been working on projects from before the start
of the castle but they surely worked for more
than just their basic keep. To this group we
must add the watermen who provided and
manned the barges bringing in so much of the
material. Then there were the fully skilled men;
the joiners and the stone cutters producing the
dressed stones for the features such as the
doors and windows, the more ornamental

string courses or plinths, or the curved stones
and treads of the stairs. There is only one piece
of elaborate carving still surviving from the
early castle, the window on the second floor of
the gatehouse, but the hall may also have seen
work of comparable skill. Above all were the
designers, the master mason and master carpenter who may have come from outside Ulster.
When we include the work going on at the
church, also in the late 12th century, it is easy
to see that the impact on the local population
would have been considerable. These men
worked for money, so it is probably no coincidence that De Courcy minted his own halfpennies and farthings to supplement the small
amount of coinage minted by the King in Dublin from 1185.4 Castle construction provided
work, food and, above all money wages in a
society where non-subsistence work was rare.
It gave a considerable boost to the new town
growing up around the harbour.
The 12th century castle
By 1178 a castle existed at Carrickfergus.5 (fig.
2). A well must have been excavated and the
main lines of the castle marked out for quarrying to start along the west side. John de Courcy’s hall and chamber, chapel, stables,
store-rooms, etc., will have been built in timber
and presumably accommodated in an enclosure
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constructed on the northern half of the rock,
to be replaced later in stone.
At the northern end of the promontory is a
feature that Waterman excavated in 1950 and
identified as a bridge-pit, in front of the present
gate house.6 This was a flat-bottomed pit, about
six metres square and two to three metres deep
at the southern end. Its depth varied because it
was dug to give a level bottom although the
rock surface sloped down from south to north;
parts, particularly the northern side, had the
sides built up with rough masonry. No-one has
ever been happy with its identification as a
bridge-pit, excavated as an obstacle to an attack
on the gatehouse. Normal traffic would have
needed a bridge over it, which would have had
to removable in time of attack. It is very difficult to imagine a structure at least seven metres
long, strong and wide enough to take a cart,
which could still be readily removable, and the
pit is too shallow for any form of pivoting
bridge. If it was an open pit, it would have
impeded legitimate traffic severely, while providing no real obstacle to an attacker, if only
because he could go around it easily.

Fig. 4. South wall of the Great Hall uncovered
during excavations in 2014. (Photo courtesy of R
The suggestion has now been made that it
Ó Baoill, Centre for Archaeological Fieldwork,
was dug to provide the emplacement for a
Queen’s University Belfast).
timber tower, an open square because cutting post holes in the intractable basalt
would have been a problem. It must date from The inner core of the new castle consisted of
the period of the castle because it had a mortar a relatively small stone enclosure occupying
floor, and there are no parallels for the use of the southern end of the rock (fig. 3). The
mortar in secular structures in Ireland until then. curtain wall was built in two stages, as deThis interpretation still presents difficulties, scribed in 1981, but some details are now
however. The biggest one of these is the provi- clearer; in particular, the sequence exposed in
sion of steps leading down from outside the pit 2014 against the east curtain was helpful.7
on the south side, leading to an access hole only This, combined with the results of the 1962
about a metre wide and high. There is a large excavations,8 showed that the eastern side of
“drain” on the north side; why so large a drain the curtain wall was constructed on a shelf in
would have been needed if the pit was filled by the natural rock, at a level about two metres
a tower, is unclear; the main source of water below that of the main courtyard. It also
would seem to be the steps provided down to it. showed that a vertical line of Craigavad sandIt remains a better suggestion than a bridge pit, stone was integrated with the first phase of the
however. It would have provided an immediate curtain and probably formed part of the north
sign of domination, guarding the approach to jamb of the original entrance arch, as postulatJohn de Courcy’s new castle, while it was being ed in 1981. The first phase ended at the level
erected behind; the gate into the enclosure was of the sills of the two windows in the east wall,
always taken to be the windows of the great
presumably beside the tower.
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Fig. 5. Floor plans of the Great Tower (after McNeill 1981, 23, Fig. 7)
hall. The discovery of the lower level of the
rock at this point allows us to see that the hall
windows belong to the first floor level of the
building. A wall found in the 2014 excavations,
projecting from the curtain and unbonded
against the Craigavad stone jambs, seems to be
the same as one which is bonded higher up, in
the second phase of the curtain wall; it may be
the south wall of the great hall (fig. 4). Any
such hall, however, must have been very
cramped in its position between the great tower
and the curtain; in particular, it is difficult to
envisage where the north wall was in relation to
both the northern window and the north-east
angle of the curtain wall.

The Great Tower
The principal feature of the enclosure was the
great tower at the north-west angle (fig. 5); as
was pointed out in 1981 it formed part of the
plan for the stone castle from the beginning.
The construction of the tower proceeded in
three stages. The first began by building the
north and west walls up to the level of the
present second floor. This was followed by the
south wall. Very little of it is now visible
beneath internal plastering or external additions
but it would seem that it was built to at least
first floor height where it met the curtain at the
west, but only to a few courses high at its east
end; the lowest quoins are of Craigavad sand-
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Fig. 6. Great tower, looking south west.
stone. The foundations for the east wall were
then constructed: the 1993 excavations found
that the foundations prepared for the east tower
wall had been carried out beyond the line of the
wall as it was actually built, a metre to the east.9
The foundations were more massively constructed than those of the south wall and they
were topped off with crushed Cultra stone.
There is a real difficulty with the spine wall
dividing the ground floor/basement. It is thick
and looks as though it was meant to support
vaults, as it now does, but these are insertions.
It is possible (as suggested in 1981) that the
offsets, now to be seen in the first floor room
along the west and north walls, were intended
to take the first floor and that this was high to
allow for a double vault, partly supported by
the dividing wall, in the first stage. It is much
more likely, however, that this wall is an insertion of the 16th century, when the upper dividing walls were built.

The second stage saw a more organised process of construction.
The plans for a high ground floor,
if they ever existed, were abandoned. The finer, cream-coloured
limestone from Cultra replaced the
Craigavad sandstone, which was
variable in colour and has weathered less well, as the stone to be
used for dressings and carving; as
noted, this was in use in time to
level off the foundations of the east
wall of the tower. The north end of
the east wall was moved a metre
to the west, which resulted in the
tower not being square in plan, but
made room for the planned hall
against the east curtain. The stair
was inserted into the south-west
corner and rather awkwardly
linked to the first floor by way of a
small lobby. Once the east and
south walls had been brought to
the height of the first floor, a double latrine was added at the southwest corner over the curtain wall,
access to which require a mural
stair to be built into the south wall,
rising to the height of the second floor. The
second storey walls were then added to the
level of the third floor. At this level, there are
more signs of some confusion and it may be
that the tower was intended to be roofed at the
top of the present second storey, at the level of
the present third floor (fig. 6). A string course
is built on the north and west walls only; it
terminates at what looks like the beginning of
an angle turret on the north-east angle. The
stair narrows slightly and is built to a lesser
finish above the door leading to the second
floor; above this it may have been seen as
leading only to the wall-walk. The three storeys would have given John de Courcy a tower
which was spacious but neither high nor very
elaborate. It provided a basement/ground floor
with no facilities other than the well housing, a
first/entry floor with modest lighting and no
fireplace, but a double latrine, then a second
floor with a privy and fireplace. At the end of
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Fig. 7. Throne niche, obscured by the arch, in the southern wall of the third floor of the Great Tower.
this second stage of the tower, the inner curtain
was completed against the second storey of the
tower. The inner curtain along the east side
was integral with the first-floor great hall,
whose windows are of one build with the upper
stage of the curtain wall. It is possible that this
is all that was planned for the tower.
At about this point two things happened, which
may well be linked. De Courcy was appointed
Justiciar of Ireland in 1185, a position he held
for some years and which marked his accession into the elite of Ireland, and work began
on the magnificent third floor room. The key
element of the room is the south wall with its
apparent throne niche, flanked by two large
windows and a private stair to a privy and the
battlements (fig. 7). This seems awkwardly
close to the entrance from the stair, which is,
itself, surprisingly narrow to lead to such a
splendid ceremonial space; both remind us that

the third floor seems not to have been thought
of until after the rest of the tower had been built.
How we reconstruct the room beyond this depends on three interlocking questions: the design of the roof, whether there was a balcony or
fourth floor and if there was one or more posts
dividing the space.
The Great Tower Roof
The form of this roof was the subject of a
seminar in 2011, which failed to reach agreement on the subject.10 The possibilities may be
divided into “low” and “high” designs. A “low”
roof would rise from a level a little above the
tops of the windows, about four or five metres
below the level of the wall-walk. The “high”
designs would rise from the level of the wallwalk. Any design, high or low, must take account of the fact that the angle turrets occupy
the full width of the wall-walks. If we assume,
as is reasonable, that a wall-walk which has
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Fig. 8. Carrickfergus. Gatehouse and outer ward, looking north.
impeded circulation would be fairly useless,
then the roof design must allow a way to
by-pass the angle turrets. Three low designs
were proposed: a single, pyramidal roof, or a
gabled one, either single or double. The most
likely is a double gable, using a dividing arcade across the third-floor room to support the
central valley. The problem with any of these
low designs is that we normally look for roof
scars with drainage holes at the sides and (if
there was a central valley) in the centre of the
two walls which acted as gables. There are no
scars and there are holes at a low level only on
the east and south walls; they are not on opposed ends and it seems difficult to see why
the others would have been blocked without
trace. A high-level single- or double-gabled
roof seems unlikely. Its gable (or twin gables)
would have to rise from the wall-walks, which
would either block them or make them very
awkwardly narrow. The gables would also
have to end against the angle turrets and thus
block any circulation around the wall-walk.
The blocked holes which were interpreted as
weep-holes have now been shown to be holes

for hoarding, which again would require free
circulation around the wall-walk to function.
An octagonal roof could be set on a ring-beam,
secured into the offsets found originally in all
four walls (two were obliterated in the 1980s),
which terminated at squinches spanning the
angles, which supported the corner turrets; the
central drainage hole in the south wall is clearly original and the others are likely to be so.
It might not need any central support from
below the level of the ring-beam, thus freeing
up the third floor to be a single space. Both
suggestions face difficulties. The low roof
designs, especially the double one, are wellknown at other towers of the period, but there
is little or no evidence for them at Carrickfergus. There is evidence for the octagonal roof
but such a roof is only known from crossing
towers of French churches, especially grand
Pilgrimage-related churches such as Cluny or
Conques,11 and, possibly the tower in the castle of Provins which goes from a square to an
octagonal plan on the upper storey;12 the roofs
of circular great towers would have provided
comparable models.
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Fig. 9. Semi-circular rear-arch of the Gate Passage, with later segmental arch above. Looking north.
The 13th century castle: Dating of the gatehouse
During the first half of the century, the area of
the outer ward of the castle, which was probably enclosed by a wooden palisade and contained timber buildings, was converted into a
wall of stone and mortar. This process took
place in at least three stages: the construction of
the stone gatehouse, the middle curtain and its
towers and the outer curtains (fig. 8). In the
Monograph, these were seen as a steady expansion outwards. The middle curtain came first,
followed by the outer curtain and gatehouse,
based on the fact that the outer curtains were
clearly abutted against the middle curtain. The
middle curtain was dated by linking it to the
royal expenditure on building defences at Carrickfergus recorded as taking place between
1216 and 1223 and also by the parallels between the multiple crossbow loops of the East
tower and royal work, particularly at Dover’s
Avranches tower built just before. In 1981 this

first gatehouse of stone was dated to the 1220s
or 1230s, largely because academic opinion at
the time maintained that twin-towered gatehouses as a frequently-used type post-dated
1220. This was confirmed by seeing the gatehouse as being of one build with the outer
curtains, because they were clearly added to the
middle curtain dated to 1216-23. The observation that the present curtain walls at Carrickfergus are butted against the gatehouse, rather than
being of one build with it, breaks the stratigraphic relationship put forward in 1981 that
the gatehouse was built along with the outer
curtain, after the middle curtain. The received
opinion that all twin-towered gate houses postdated 1210 has now been abandoned; examples
such as Dover have now been dated earlier.13 It
has also been noted that there are at least two
periods of construction of the west outer curtain
and four of the east. The dates of both the gate
house and the outer curtains are in need of
revision; to do so needs a consideration of the
evidence of the fabric, starting with dateable
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features in it and proceeding to the sequence of
phases in it, before they
can be given absolute
dates.
Two features in the gatehouse are stylistically of
the 12th century or immediately after: the rear-arch
of the gate-passage and the
double window in the first
floor of the east tower. In
1981 the round-headed
rear-arch was claimed to
have been “modified to this
shape” in the later 16th
century.14 Closer examination has shown that it cannot have been remodelled,
for it integrates excellently
with the wall around it. The
rearward extension, largely
built of Cultra stone, butts
against it, so that the existing rear-arch must be part
of the first phase of the
gatehouse
construction
(fig. 9). The double window is awkwardly built
and was described in 1981
as “reset in this tower”
from an earlier building.15
This awkwardness arises
from two causes: the process of its construction and
its later history. A closer
Fig. 10. Chapel window in the gatehouse, east tower.
inspection of the actual
window (fig. 10) shows
that it was made in two parts: the outer open- made to the curve and so the junctions between
ings and arches and the rear arches with the the two works, especially the arches on either
columns supporting them. These have not fit- side, was very clumsy; the vault of the embrated well together. The reason appears to be sure was also affected. The clumsiness and poor
that, while the outer part was made in situ, and finish of the lower part of the rear embrasure is
matched the curve of the walls of the circular probably the result of a gun-loop being hacked
tower, the inner part was not. Instead it would out of the wall below the level of the original
have been cut on a bench in the masons’ lodge, sill in the 16th century, here as elsewhere at
involving as it did carving capitals and bases second floor level; it was then partially blocked
for the attached columns and rings. Presumably around 1800, to leave only a musket loop, leadbecause of a lack of communication, it was not ing to confusion in the masonry.
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The phasing of the gatehouse
construction
The gatehouse itself consists of
three parts: the gate-passage and
the two circular towers. The masonry of the gate-passage can be
resolved into five periods of work
(fig. 11).
Red - Period 1 - pre-1210: The
rear-arch and side walling at the
back of the present niches.
Yellow - Period 2 - early 13th
century: The awkwardly designed
arch of Cultra stone appears to have
been built against the side walls. It
forms the rear face of the front portcullis slot and was probably built in
order to install the portcullis.
Green - Period 3 - late 13th century: The present ribbed vault,
carried on a pair of steeply-pointed niches on each side constructed against the arch; the rear
portcullis slot was built with it;
the gate-passage was probably extended to the rear, beyond the
rear-arch of Period 1, at the same
time as the vault was installed; the
extension to the rear includes a
segmental arch, ultimately supporting the rear wall of the chamber over the gate-passage. The
south-west angle of this extension, where it returns to join the
rear of the western tower, is probably marked by a line of quoins in
white stone.
Blue - Period 4 - 1560s: Grey The segmentally-arched niches;
these have cut into the piers supporting the vault of Period 3.

Fig. 11. Gate passage façades (after McNeill 1981, fig. 10)

Period 5 - c. 1800: The present
front arch was built, while, especially on the west side at the front,
there is some patching in brick of
the side of the front arch. Above
the gate-passage is a single-storey
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Fig. 12. High machicolation above the gate.
chamber (fig. 8). About a metre above the rear
extension of Period 3 of the gate- passage is a
clear break in construction; above this the central
building of the gatehouse has been rebuilt.
The machicolation arch
At present, there is a high machicolation arch
over the main gate. Almost all the stones of the
present arch (fig. 12) clearly were built along
with the wall above. This wall has musket
loops in stone, along with a line of Cultra stone,
both contrasting with the brick over the side
towers; when the present parapet was built,
c.1800, something of a formal high frontispiece
was constructed. While the bulk of the arch is
clearly late, it is not clear that the springings, of
Cultra stone, are. In the west tower, they appear of one build with the primary tower wall,
but in the east tower, they appear inserted. In
the towers, it is clear that the present first floors
are insertions, for they cross arrow-loops on
either side of the gate. The present vaults over
the second-floor rooms in the towers rest on
ledges which seem to be the seatings for a
further floor above, removed c.1800.

Phase 1 - The twin-towered gatehouse
The first phase of the gate house at Carrickfergus consisted of the two circular towers, each
probably of three storeys and thus higher than
now. The gate-passage was a simple rectangle, closed by gates at either end without portcullises and presumably with a wooden roof.
The closest parallel to it, the great gatehouse
at Chepstow, has been dated to the early
1190s, because its wooden gate was made just
after 1189.16 In Ireland, the gatehouses at
Limerick and Nenagh have towers which are
completely circular inside, but not on the outside to the rear, have also been dated to the
1210s.17 The stratigraphic and stylistic evidence of the fabric and the parallel with Chepstow all point to a date of around 1200 for the
gatehouse. The outside limits are: the 1190s (it
is unlikely that Carrickfergus pre-dates Chepstow) and the 1210s, the latest date for the rear
arch and the decorated window. The entries
for building at Carrickfergus, made in the Pipe
Roll of 1211-12, make no reference to work on
the gate house, so the work should have been
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finished by then. Between 1200 and 1205,
increasing tension between John de Courcy
and Hugh de Lacy (probably encouraged by
King John) led to war between them in 12034; in 1205 Hugh was made Earl of Ulster. The
years between 1201 and 1204, therefore, seem
unlikely to have seen such a serious new
building as the gatehouse, which leaves us
with a choice between two dates and two
contexts for it. The first is that it was the work
of John de Courcy in the 1190s, following on
from his completion of the great tower by
embarking on the replacement of the outer
ward in stone. The second, more probable,
one is that Hugh de Lacy demolished De
Courcy’s tower at the gate (the original symbol of his lordship) and replaced it with a
stone gate house imitated from Chepstow to
celebrate his success in 1205; it was completed by 1210, when he was expelled by King
John.
Phase 2 - Middle curtain & gatehouse
The next stage saw the construction of the
middle curtain in stone. The triple crossbow
slits in the East tower align it with work at
Dover, London and Warkworth carried out on
either side of 1200, so we can still follow the
date of 1216-23 given in 1981. The east and
west sections may have been originally meant
to carry on to link up with the gatehouse and
the oddity of the cross-wall might be an emergency work, built in response to Hugh de
Lacy’s increasing threat to the royal position
at the time. Whatever the truth of that, the
next phase saw the middle curtain joined to
the gatehouse, with the present outer curtain
wall, or, in particular, the earliest parts of it.
At about the same time the gatehouse saw the
addition of a front portcullis in the gate-passage built along with a crudely pointed Cultra
stone arch.
Phase 3 - gatehouse vaulting & portcullises
The third phase of the gatehouse, involving
the vaulting of the passage and the provision
of a second, rear portcullis then ensued, probably at the end of the 13th century; the rear
extension probably belongs to the same work,
perhaps to provide space above for the mech-

anism of the rear portcullis. In 1981 the two
outer curtain walls were described as being of
a single build, identified as of the later 1220s,
which underestimated their complexity. It is
clear that much of the upper half of the west
curtain was rebuilt when the 16th century
gunports were added. The present east wall,
between the East tower and the gatehouse is
the product of five different periods of construction. The two ends of the primary wall
survive, butted against the middle curtain and
the gate house respectively; in the southern
section there is a relieving arch constructed
over a part where the rock is low and irregular.
The lower part of the wall from the gatehouse
to the re-entrant angle is an addition to the
primary wall near the gatehouse; this may be
evidence of the repair paid for in 1381-2.18 We
have no information on the date of this, or
whether it was linked to a hall behind it, as
proposed in 1981. The three later sections
relate to developments after 1550.
The castle under the Tudors and Stuarts
The 1981 account of this period underestimated the amount of change there was in the
castle, in the great tower and inner ward and in
the gatehouse and outer ward.
1. Changes to the Great Tower - new floor
levels & added spine wall
The interior of the great tower was gutted to
insert the ground floor vaults and, certainly the
upper two spine walls. The ground-floor spine
wall was probably also inserted at this time,
built to support the inserted vaults and the
spine walls above, rather than being from the
12th century, as stated in 1981. Together with
the wall would be the extension of the wellhead up to the first floor. The vaults over the
ground floor are clearly secondary; they are
built against the arches of the ground floor
window and door. Even with their low, segmental profile their soffits rose to the same
height as the original first floor, as indicated
by the threshold of the door leading to the
stair. Allowing for the thickness of the vault
meant that the first floor had to be raised by
some sixty centimetres. The threshold of the
door through the spine wall at first-floor level
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coincides with the level required by the new
vault; they were built together. By contrast,
the second floor has been lowered, as seen by
the rougher masonry of the walls of the entry
from the stairs and in the embrasure of the
window it leads to; again, the threshold of the
door through the inserted spine wall coincides
with the new level. This lowering of the floor
explains why the present floor crosses the
upper part of a small first floor light to the
stairs. The alteration of the floor levels in the
great tower was associated with other changes
than the insertion of vaults.
All three lower storeys were now clearly divided into two rooms by the spine walls, with
quite narrow doors between them. The first,
entry floor now had an outer room, with direct
access from the outside and an inner room
which had access to the double latrine, behind
the connecting door. The outer room definitely, and probably for the first time, had direct
access to the well, presumably requiring the
housing for the lifting mechanism which must
have taken up a significant amount of space.
The inner room still lacked a fireplace but the
window seems to have been enlarged; along
with the double latrine, it looks as though it
might have housed servants or soldiers. Why
the second floor was lowered is difficult to
explain.
The third floor and roof were also re-built,
with the great arch replacing any internal
posts and probably supporting the valley of a
double gable roof. Retaining the late 12th
century windows, privy and private stair to the
roof, it was up-dated as a fine chamber, but
still appearing as much for public ceremony as
for actual living. This gave Captain Peers, the
captain of the castle a grand arena for his
diplomatic efforts with the surrounding Irish
lords in the later 16th century; this was just the
status which suited the sort of semi-independent role that his fellow captains elsewhere in
Ireland aimed at.19 All this work dates to the
1560s.
A Renaissance fireplace?
Five small bases, of classical form, were
found during the laying of a new path in the

inner ward in 2005; a sixth was found in the
excavations in 2014. The first five were described and analysed by Bill.20 They were
originally assumed to be of Cultra stone and to
belong to a small Romanesque arcade of the
late 12th century. However, they proved to be
of a different stone, probably a coarser limestone from Ayrshire, which had been covered
with a lime-wash to enhance their appearance.
This wash was soluble, so the arcade cannot
have been an external one and the stones cannot have been discarded for a long time or
moved around along with the earth around
them. She dated them to the late 16th or 17th
century and considered that they belonged to
an elaborate Renaissance fireplace like the one
installed by Henry Brook in Donegal castle in
the 1620s. The present fireplace in the third
floor is now a mess, with poor jambs and an
inadequate lintel; it seems reasonable to suggest that the fireplace suggested by Bill was
inserted in the third floor, probably in the
early 17th century, and then removed in the
later 19th century. The maps or plans of the
castle from the 16th and 17th centuries show
that the great hall and other buildings had been
removed from the inner ward, except for the
stump of the north wall of the hall; all the
present buildings within the ward and the
parapets of the curtain wall date from about
1800 or later.
2. Artillery emplacements
Outside the great tower the atmosphere was
much more utilitarian. It was dominated by
the artillery in the gatehouse and along the
walls. In the earliest view or plan of the castle,
dated to c. 1560, the big guns are shown
unmounted and the rear, circular walls of the
gatehouse are shown half ruinous. In the next
views, that of Robert Lythe, drawn in 1567,
and one of c. 1596, the guns are mounted
along the outer curtains and in the gatehouse.
The actual ports still surviving for them in
both places are similar.21 The medieval repair
of the northern half of the east curtain is
topped by a line of larger basalt blocks which
mark the start of the third period, up to just
below the level of the present wall-walk. This
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section of wall belongs with the construction
of the casemates or storehouses built against
the curtain wall. In store No. 5, the south,
west and north walls of the store can be seen
to be of one build with vault; all are butted
against the phase 2 curtain wall. The excavations in 2011 showed that the Phase 3 wall had
been built over the cobbling, which had been
laid over the material filling the haunches of
the vaults below; it contains the blocked remains of a gunport.
The main buildings in the outer wards were
the casemates below the guns along the east
curtain. Along the west curtain and at the
south end of the castle, the Tudors filled in the
earlier structures. In the gate house they constructed the gunports in the arrow loops set in
the walls of what was then the first floor of the
towers.
3. Late changes to the gatehouse
The gatehouse shows a number of changes
after the insertion of the vault and inner portcullis about 1300. The building over the
gate-passage was taken down to a point about
a metre above the apex of the segmental arch
at the rear. It was rebuilt with two squareheaded windows, originally each divided by a
mullion, and a high gable, the scar of which is
visible above the present roof line in the south
face of the north wall of the gatehouse. There
were two major changes to the side towers. A
floor was inserted dividing the former ground
floor into two levels. Below this floor the
space was filled with stones.
Secondly the formerly circular towers were
cut into semi-circular ones by the construction
of straight walls extending from the front wall
to the junctions of the gate towers and the
curtain walls, which left the room over the
gate-passage standing clear. Each of the walls
is different. The west one is solid, but the east
one has a wide, brick arch over the inserted
first floor and the second, not filled in until the
changes of c.1800. In 1981, these were seen
as part of the same work, which also included
the insertion of the gun ports, but this is open
to doubt. The main reasoning in 1981 was that

the filling of the ground floor was done to
stabilise the structure from the effect of the
vibration of the guns on what was now the
second floor and it was all attributed to the
1560s. This argument does not take into
account two things. Firstly, the solid filling
should extend up to below the guns if it is to
be effective and, secondly, the views of the
castle do not support it. The views of 1567
and c. 1596 are crude and their depiction of
the gate towers as round is not conclusive.
However, Phillips’ plan of 1685 is precise
(although not faultless, for it omits the Tudor
casemates stores) and clearly shows the gate
towers as two complete circles.
The excavations of 2011 greatly altered our
understanding of the area behind the northern
section of the east curtain wall.22 They
showed that the battery over the casemate
vaults was replaced by an infantry barrack, the
one paid for in 1715.23 A new layer of cobbling was laid over the first, to form the floor
of the barrack, whose a new layer of cobbling
was laid over the first, to form the floor of the
barrack, whose excavated remains are one of
the few examples of the period that we have.
This barrack was removed in the 1790s, when
the present Grand Battery was installed in its
place; its gunports and parapet form Phase 4
of the curtain, along with the filling of the
breach caused by the collapse of the curtain,
in the mid 18th century.
The barrack was reached up a stair built into
the first casemate or store house behind the
gate house. The stair led to a platform, at the
level of the new first floor in the east tower,
which aligned with the levels of both the
Tudor battery and the new barrack. The open
arch in the tower, however, could be connected to the barrack building, which might have
covered it. In that case, it is quite possible that
the inserted floors and the walls dividing the
two towers belong to the work of 1715 as
Phillips’ plan suggests.
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