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For us to understand both the spiritual 

and the historical significance of 

William III taking up the Royal Sceptre 

it is helpful I believe for us to take the 

whole of the 17th century in its 

context. This century was in all 

accounts, the most turbulent of any in 

Great British history. Because of this 

unrest it became a century that 

experienced great change that was witnessed in both church and state. While 

this is recognised by the majority of historians, what is not so well 

acknowledged is the part that the Protestants in Ireland played, particularly 

those in Ulster, in bringing about that 

momentous change. 

It was under the reign of the infamous traitor 

Charles I, that the awful bloody slaughter of Irish 

Protestants took place in 1641. This murderous 

genocide in Ireland left at least one hundred 

thousand Protestants dead, many butchered in 

the cruelest of manner 

at the hands of these 

miserable Papist wretches. They were led by Phelim 

O’Neill who was the Devil’s Ambassador to Ireland 

at the time. 

The sheer magnitude of this massacre shocked the 

whole of western Europe and was an event that was 

considered to be one of the main causes of the English Civil War. 

By the time Oliver Cromwell landed the Model Army in 1647, Ireland was in a 

desperate need for healing. Cromwell played his part, for as he felt the reins of 

power in his hands he changed the order of affairs in Ireland which resulted in 

the Presbyterian Church receiving time to recover the strength it had lost 

during the bloody massacre. However Cromwell died in 1658, after which his 
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son Richard tried to succeed him. The eyes of the nation soon 

turned to the son of the late King Charles I. He was also called 

Charles who was then living in exile. Negotiations commenced 

with a view to him taking the Throne. He was crowned King in 

1660 and by the time of his death in 1685 he had nearly 

succeeded in surrendering the Kingdom into the hands of 

Rome. 

After the passing of Charles II in 1685, his brother 

James succeeded him as King James II. This King took 

the Coronation Oath just like his predecessor, but he 

held it in complete contempt. In 1687 he jailed seven 

English Bishops. They were thrown in prison for 

rejecting his command to preach his Declaration of 

Indulgence. This stated that subjects were to obey the 

King’s “Sovereign authority, prerogative royal, and 

absolute power....without reserve”.  There was 

concern within the Anglican Church of his Catholicism, his closeness to France 

and that the “toleration” spoken about rested solely on the arbitrary will of the 

King. James II wanted this Indulgence proclaimed from every pulpit in his realm 

and this was viewed as the opening of the door for the Papacy to bring England 

back to Rome. This fuelled great resentment with the English people who were 

Protestant. The Duke of Monmouth, who loved both God and the Reformation, 

led an unsuccessful uprising against the King. This resulted in hundreds of 

Protestants being hanged by James II in 1688. Astonishingly James II actually 

stooped to bring several Papist Regiments from Europe to crush his own 

subjects. 

Many English Nobles sickened by this relentless 

Papist bigotry, sent messages to suitable persons 

who they located in Holland: “Come take up the 

Throne of England and make it forever Protestant”.  

When William of Orange, who was both the 

nephew and son-in-law of James II as well as the 

grandson of the executed Charles I, received the 
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Declaration of Rights provided the 

realm with protection from the Papacy 
 

message, he prepared to go to England and set sail on the 1st November 1688.  

It is worth noting that William was the leading Protestant statesman in all of 

Europe at that time. After Cromwell, it was William who championed the 

Protestant Reformed cause throughout Europe.  

William arrived in England on 5th November 1688 

landing at Torbay, Devonshire. Showing his true 

colours, James II fled south when he discovered 

William had landed accompanied by a mighty 

Dutch Armada and at that point William’s army 

increased in size and was much larger due to 

many of James’s soldiers deserting him. James took flight to France where the 

Papist, King Louis XIV gave him residence in his self imposed exile. 

James fled to his Papist friends in France 

and this left William and his wife Mary 

to be declared joint sovereigns on 13th 

February 1689 when they accepted the 

Declaration of Rights which had been 

passed by the convention of Parliament. 

This 1689 “Bill of Rights” required any 

would be Monarch to the English and 

subsequently the British Throne to 

make a Solemn Declaration promising:-  

To be a faithful Protestant and to use all his power to keep both the Throne and 

the Realm Protestant. And to ensure that the Protestant faith could be 

practiced all over the Realm without the fear of being molested for it. 

It also forbade any would be King or Queen from marrying anyone who was 

not a Protestant. 

The Declaration went on to denounce all forms of Popery as Antichrist. 

The introduction of the Declaration established Protestantism throughout the 

Realm by Law. 
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 Apprentice Boys 

shutting the gates to keep out the Papist King James 

While things were settling down as it were on the mainland, the same could 

not be said regarding life on the island of Ireland, and especially in Ulster. 

On the morning of the 7th December 1688, news came to Derry that another 

bloody massacre like that of 1641 in the previous generation was about to take 

place. Just two days later on the 9th December, two Officers were at the gates 

of the city demanding admittance for the troops of the Papist, King James. 

Given the gravity of the situation, Alderman Tompkins went and contacted 

Rev. James Gordon (a Presbyterian Minister) for advice on what course of 

action to take. The response received has been part of our glorious history and 

helped shape Ulster Protestants from that day forward:-  

“Shut the gates and keep them out ”.  

 On that memorial day,  9th December 1688, the Siege of Derry began.  

While time nor page would permit me to go into detail, I do hope to present 

you with a picture of events leading up to the landing of William in Ulster. One 

very important point to note is that in 1688, Derry became the last line of 

defence in Ulster, and Ulster was the last line of defence left for Protestants in 

Ireland. William holding Ireland was crucial, not only for the integrity of the 

Kingdom, but for the security of both the Throne and of the Realm. Because of 

that, Derry had to be held. 
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As events surrounding the siege gathered pace, 

James had gathered an army made up of 

French Catholics. The Pope had also instructed 

Irish Catholics to fight for James. Some will, no 

doubt point out that even Orange historians 

elude to the fact that William received a Papal 

blessing; just as then, it was not and still is not 

unusual for the Pope to hedge his bets. History 

shows that the Pope had an issue with Louis 

XIV and did not like the idea of James helping 

him out and while it is true that the Pope gave 

both James and William his blessing, however, he made quite certain that it 

was James who had the soldiers and history has proved that the Pope’s forces 

fought for James. Even though it is accepted that Pope Innocent XI gave his 

blessing to William too, he could not have foreseen the massive wound that 

Popery would endure when William of Orange routed the Papish forces in 

Ireland.  James landed in Ireland with his re-gathered Catholic forces, vowing 

to retake the English Throne.  

When he landed in Ireland the Irish Papists willingly rallied to his cause and 

pledged themselves to fight for both Pope and James alongside the French 

Catholics that accompanied him.  With such an array of Papal inspired forces 

amassed around him, James felt strong enough to retake the English Throne 

and the stage was set for this battle to take place in Ireland.  

William arose to meet the challenge faced by the Protestants in Ireland and set 

sail for the Emerald Isle. He was joined by his loyal troops from England and 

Scotland. The faithful regiments of Dutch Protestants that landed in England 

were also by his side as he made his way across to Ireland. Their slogan was:- 

 

 

 

 

Pope Innocent XI 

“The Protestant Religion 

I will maintain” 
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Schomberg 

 

These words were taken from William who stated this the moment his feet 

touched English soil. Later, in his address to the native Irish Protestants who 

had assembled to support William’s cause he said the following:-  

 “There is one way never to see your country lost to Papists, die in the last 

ditch fighting them”. 

 

On a June day in 1690, 

Belfast Lough was filled with 

the stir of many sails. From 

the Gobbins on one side and 

to Donaghadee on the other, 

right up to Carrickfergus the 

waters were covered in 

ships. Records reveal that 

some seven hundred vessels 

had made the journey and lay at anchor off the shore of Ulster. This was the 

largest fleet to ever find its way to these shores and they had arrived to fight 

for William in Ireland in what was to be the decisive battle of the Glorious 

Revolution. The 14th June was the day in 

which William first stepped foot on Irish soil 

as he landed in Carrickfergus amid great 

enthusiasm.  His faithful General Schomberg 

had been in Ireland with a troop of soldiers 

to prepare for the arrival of William. 

Schomberg met up with the Williamite party 

at the little port of Whitehouse and returned 

to Belfast with him. They arrived at Belfast’s 

North Gate (now the North Street area) and 

were welcomed by the Lord Lieutenant who 

escorted the Williamite party to Belfast Castle where he was to stay the night. 

The skies above Belfast were illuminated during that evening as bonfires were 

lit all across the city as people set about welcoming their King and Sovereign 

William III, Prince of Orange to the capital of Ulster. Among many historians 

there is a firm opinion that William III was “one of the noblest of men to have 

William III landing at Carrickfergus 
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ever worn a crown or ascended the English Throne”. The Protestants of Ulster 

in 1690 rejoiced to see him. 

As for bonfires:- the earliest record of the bonfire being introduced in Ulster 

Protestant culture can be dated to the generation before William. In 1643 

when the first Scottish Regiment landed to put down the Papish Rebellion that 

had been raging for eighteen months, Protestants were scattered around the 

Ulster countryside still hiding in fear from the unbridled savagery and brutality 

of the Irish Papists. When the soldiers had liberated a town they lit a bonfire in 

the centre of that town or village so that it could be seen for miles around. 

Those Protestants who were in hiding 

could feel safe enough to come to the 

security of that town. The reason for 

building them so high or placing them on 

high ground was to make them higher 

than the tallest building so that it could 

be clearly identified as a bonfire. They 

were beacons of liberty to our forefathers. Bonfires were also used as literal 

beacons along the shoreline to guide Cromwell and later the Williamite forces 

as they arrived to offer deliverance from Papal persecution. As the years have 

rolled on in Ulster, the bonfire has remained a very important part of the 

Twelfth of July celebrations. Anywhere they are lit is a place of Protestant 

liberty. 

They were lit in Belfast on the night of 14th June 1690 to celebrate the arrival of 

William III their Protestant King. He remained in Belfast for five nights and from 

there he travelled to Hillsborough and then on to Loughbrickland where he 

camped with his thirty six thousand soldiers. On the 25th June the Williamite 

army marched to Newry and on to Dundalk on June 27th. The famous banks of 

the river Boyne were reached on the 30th June and the following day was to 

witness one of the most important battles ever fought. It is reported that 

William stated:- “I did not come to Ireland for the grass to grow under my 

feet”.  

By six o’clock on Tuesday morning the 1st July 1690, the armies of the opposing 

forces were in place. Every man in William’s army wore a green sprig in their 
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cap while James’s men wore a piece of white paper in theirs in order to 

distinguish each other in battle.  

Both sides fought bravely but the troops of James were no match for the well 

disciplined soldiers fighting for William. The day belonged to William, however, 

this was not without its cost; Schomberg who was William’s friend and trusted 

General along with George Walker from Derry were both lost in the fight for 

freedom. James sensed that for him it was all over and he was right. He fled to 

Dublin and then on to France where he remained in self imposed exile in the 

company of his Papist friends until his death in 1701. James received some of 

his wishes though as he is recorded as saying “If occasion were, I hope God would 

give me his grace to suffer death for the true Catholic religion as well as banishment”. Parts 

of his body were divided among various Catholic colleges including a Jesuit 

college at Saint-Omer.  

While the war against the forces of James raged on through the summer of 

1690. The decisive battle however was won at the Boyne with the victory being 

celebrated by Ulster Protestants on 12th July. It is reported that during the 

battle William himself was wounded in the shoulder and among James’s camp 

rumours persisted that William had been fatally wounded. What is clear is that 

William led his men from the front and indeed was at the head of his ranks in a 

charge. As for casualties, William lost some five hundred men while James lost 

fifteen hundred men with thousands more wounded. With victory at the 

Boyne, the Glorious Revolution was now won. William III along with his wife 

Mary could restore Protestantism to the Realm. 

Battle of the Boyne 
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The Bill of Rights 

One of the great legacies of William III is the 

Protestant Bill of Rights – 1689. This required any 

would be Monarch to the English Throne to be a 

Protestant. It also protected the worship in 

Protestant churches and the free preaching of the 

Word of God. To many of us the Bill of Rights is the 

centre piece of the Glorious Revolution. 

This Revolution brought about the end of the 

Divine right of Kings and replaced it with a Bill of 

Rights which empowered the Protestant citizen and it has by the grace of God 

remained that way ever since. 

William was born in the Hague in 1650; he was raised in Holland as a 

Protestant and was taught by non-conformist Protestant teachers. It is said of 

him “that the teaching he received growing up was so vital and rich that it 

would instil spiritual wholeness to anyone, be they prince of peasant”. 

It is important to note that William’s victory at the Boyne secured not only the 

liberty of Protestants in Ireland or England, but the liberty of Protestants right 

across Europe. That liberty is still enjoyed today. 

Another legacy of William that is too often overlooked and forgotten among 

our Baptist friends is that he introduced the Toleration Act. This Act banned 

the persecution of all non-conformist Protestants. These measures were to 

have such far-reaching and lasting reforms that they were not only to affect 

Great Britain, but were to become the model for the entire English speaking 

world. (Anglo-Israel). There are two documents that are embedded in every 

constitution of the Israelite nations and they are:- 

1, The Magna Carta, signed at Runnymede 15th June 1215 

2, The Bill of Rights, William III 1689. 

The copyright of both of these documents lie in Great Britain, as God called His 

people to be salt and light to a dark, rotten world. The opportunity to shine 
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that light was given by God through this Protestant King William III who was to 

make the Glorious Protestant Reformation irreversible in these British Isles. 

William’s wife Mary died four years after the Battle of the Boyne in 1694 after 

which he reigned alone until falling from a horse, never recovering and died on 

19th March 1702.  

Even though William died in 1702, what he achieved in his short reign is still 

enjoyed by Protestants everywhere, but especially here in Ulster where we still 

thank God for King Billy! 

 

 

  

 

 

 

“The Protestant Religion 

I will maintain” 
 

King William III,  Prince of Orange 


