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Why Go?

The north coast of Northern Ireland, from Carrickfergus to
Coleraine, is like a giant geology classroom. Here the
patient workmanship of the ocean has laid bare the black
basalt and white chalk that underlie much of County Antrim,
and dissected the rocks into a scenic extravaganza of sea
stacks, pinnacles, cliffs and caves. Tourists flock to the
surreal geological centrepiece of the Giant’s Causeway, its
popularity challenged only by the test-your-nerve tightrope
of the Carrick-a-Rede rope bridge nearby.

To the west, County Derry’s chief attraction is the historic
city of Derry, nestled in a broad sweep of the River Foyle.
It is the only surviving walled city in Ireland, and a walk
around the city walls is one of the highlights of a visit to
Northern Ireland. Derry’s other draws include the powerful
political murals in the Bogside district and the lively music
scene in its many pubs.

When to Go

May is the best month for walking the Causeway Coast, as
you’ll avoid the summer crowds at the Giant’s Causeway and
enjoy a colourful sprinkling of spring flowers to boot. June
and July see the peak of the seabird nesting season - an ide-
al time to visit the RSPB reserve on Rathlin Island - and also
bring the best weather for lounging on the local beaches.
The traditional festivities of the Ould Lammas Fair at Bally-
castle take place on the last Monday and Tuesday of August.
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Northern Ireland’s second city comes as a
pleasant surprise to many visitors. Derry
may not be the prettiest of cities, and it cer-
tainly lags behind Belfast in terms of invest-
ment and redevelopment, but it has a great
riverside setting, several fascinating histori-
cal sights and a determined air of can-do
optimism that has made it the powerhouse
of the North’s cultural revival.

In preparation for Derry’s year in the
limelight as UK City of Culture 2013
(www.cityofculture2013.com), the city centre
was given a makeover and an elegant new
footbridge - the Peace Bridge - was built
across the River Foyle. Confirmed events at
the time of writing include a Cultural Olym-
piad in the run-up to the London Olympics
in 2012, and the hosting of the Turner Prize
in 2013.

There’s lots of history to absorb here,
from the Siege of Derry to the Battle of the
Bogside - a stroll around the 17th-century
city walls is a must, as is a tour of the Bog-
side murals - and the city’s lively pubs are
home to a burgeoning live-music scene. But
perhaps the biggest attraction is the people
themselves: warm, witty and welcoming.

History

The defining moment of Derry’s history
was the Siege of Derry in 1688-89, an event
whose echoes reverberate to this day. King
James I granted the city a royal charter in
1613, and gave the London livery companies
(trade guilds) the task of fortifying Derry
and planting the county of Coleraine (soon
to be renamed County Londonderry) with
Protestant settlers.

In Britain, the Glorious Revolution of
1688 saw the Catholic King James IT ousted
in favour of the Protestant Dutch prince,
William of Orange. Derry was the only gar-
rison in Ireland that was not held by forces
loyal to King James, and so, in December
1688, Catholic forces led by the Earl of An-
trim arrived on the east bank of the River
Foyle, ready to seize the city. They sent em-
issaries to discuss terms of surrender, but
in the meantime troops were being ferried
across the river in preparation for an as-
sault. On seeing this, 13 apprentice boys

barred the city gates with a cry of ‘There’ll
be no surrender!”

And so, on 7 December 1688, the Siege
of Derry began. For 105 days the Protestant
citizens of Derry withstood bombardment,
disease and starvation (the condition of
the besieging forces was not much better).
By the time a relief ship burst through and
broke the siege, an estimated half of the
city’s inhabitants had died. In the 20th cen-
tury the Siege of Derry became a symbol of
Ulster Protestants’ resistance to rule by a
Catholic Irish Republic, and ‘No surrender!”
remains a Loyalist battle-cry to this day.

In the 19th century Derry was one of
the main ports of emigration to the USA, a
fact commemorated by the sculptures of an
emigrant family standing in Waterloo PI. It
also played a vital role in the transatlantic
trade in linen shirts. Even now, Derry still
supplies the US president with 12 free shirts
every year.

© Sights

WALLED CITY

Derry’s walled city is Ireland’s earliest exam-
ple of town planning. It is thought to have
been modelled on the French Renaissance
town of Vitry-le-Francois, designed in 1545
by Italian engineer Hieronimo Marino; both
are based on the grid plan of a Roman mili-
tary camp, with two main streets at right
angles to each other, and four city gates, one
at either end of each street.

Completed in 1619, Derry’s city walls
(www.derryswalls.com) are 8m high and 9m
thick, with a circumference of about 1.5km,
and are the only city walls in Ireland to sur-
vive almost intact. The four original gates
(Shipquay, Ferryquay, Bishop’s and Butch-
er’s) were rebuilt in the 18th and 19th centu-
ries, when three new gates (New, Magazine
and Castle) were added. Derry’s nickname,
the Maiden City, derives from the fact that
the walls have never been breached by an
invader.

The walls were built under the supervi-
sion of the Honourable The Irish Society, an
organisation created in 1613 by King James
and the London livery companies to fund
and oversee the fortification of Derry and
the plantation of the surrounding county
with Protestant settlers. The society still
exists today (though now its activities are
mainly charitable) and it still owns Derry’s
city walls.
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