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Our first field trip of 2016 was to Armagh. In a change from our series of visits to Ireland’s medieval 

mint towns we had been invited to Armagh Public Library to view the collection of coins held there. 

We met at Shaw’s Bridge and ten members set out by car.  We had arranged to meet with three 

members from the parent society, travelling from Dublin and Galway, at 11.00am outside the library.  

The Armagh Public Library is the oldest public library in Northern Ireland and is housed in a beautiful 

purpose built Georgian building situated on Ard Mhacha  now known as ‘The Hill of Armagh’ at 43, 

Abbey Street. 

We arrived a few minutes late but were delighted by our welcome pinned to the door. On entering 

we were transported back in time, the building being virtually unaltered since the late 1700’s. 

Climbing the wooden stairs to the 1st floor we entered the heart of the library, a galleried room lined 

floor to ceiling with leather-bound books. The centre of the room was furnished with reading tables 

and display cabinets. We were greeted by Carol and Rachael who had arranged coffee and biscuits 

for weary travellers.  

  

After our refreshments we were welcomed by The Keeper of the Library Dean Gregory Dunstan, who 

had travelled from Dublin that morning. He explained a little about the establishment of the library 

and museum and its founder Archbishop Richard Robinson, and then invited Carol Conlon to give us 

a brief history. 



.  

Carol explained Archbishop Robinson’s vision for Armagh and how it was his ambition to establish a 

university in Armagh on the lines of Oxford and Cambridge.  During his Primacy from 1765 to 1794 

with his help and enthusiasm the City developed into a Georgian city, much of which is still visible 

today. At the heart of any university is the library and to this end he built the library to house his 

own collection of books, coins, medals and gems. Later augmented by the collection of antiquities 

belonging to Archbishop Marcus Gervais Beresford, the library and collection reflect the primary 

subjects studied at 18th century universities; classics, theology and medicine. 

Carol then invited us to examine a display of some coins and relevant books from the collection. This 

had been specially commissioned and put in place for some weeks before our arrival. As well as the 

display, a range of numismatic books and coins were placed on the reading tables for our closer 

examination. A copy of the catalogue of the full coin collection was available for us to select any 

coins which we wished have a closer look at and Rachael kindly brought them from the cabinets. The 

collection is particularly strong in Greek and Roman coins as would be expected in an 18th century 

collection. There are also Irish, English and Scottish coins and medals from the Middle-ages to 18th 

century included. We spent several hours browsing through and discussing the displays of maps, 

manuscripts, gems; and Bronze-age axes and artefacts.  

 



  

By 1.30pm we were ready for lunch and adjourned to ‘The 4 Vicars’ restaurant were we had an 

excellent meal and spent an hour or so in conversation about the morning’s events.  

Suitably refreshed we went next door to ‘No. 5 Vicars’ Hill’ the former Diocesan Registry now 

converted into a small but perfectly formed museum housing and displaying many of The Library’s 

treasures. The exhibits range from The ‘Drumconwell Ogham Stone’ to maps, plans for the ’Georgian 

City’ of Armagh, Armagh City Maces, land documents, prints and paintings. 

 

We were guided round the museum by Stephen the Curator. The highlight of the tour was in The 

Robinson Room where in the centre of the room was an interactive coin display. On view were coins 

and medals from throughout the ages: the greater part being classical coins including one of 

Alexander the Great as well as most of the Roman Emperors. The case not only had well-lit eye-level 

displays but also a series of well-illuminated pull-out drawers containing coins. 



 

It was a most enjoyable tour punctuated by frequent discussions regarding the various exhibits. The 

tour was rounded off by a few moments on the balcony at the rear of the building, in the late 

afternoon sun, and admiring the view towards Navan Fort. 

After taking our leave we stepped across the road and in to the cathedral precinct then into St. 

Patrick’s. 

  

The cathedral was founded by St. Patrick around 445 AD on Ard Mhacha and there has been a 

church on the site ever since. Though attacked and burnt on countless occasions throughout the 

centuries it has always been rebuilt. Many of the medieval features of the building have long since 

disappeared but the current building is based on the original 1268 plan of Archbishop O’Scannlain.  

The present cathedral is a fine example of 19th century restoration and retains some of the ancient 

features. Built from local red sandstone it houses many impressive memorials to local dignitaries as 

well as the Regimental Colours of The Royal Irish Fusiliers. We spent some time with our guide Lee 



who regaled us with some stories about the various monuments and features including the 

intriguing story of the original bionic man, Nuadha Lámhairgid.  

  

 

Of most interest to numismatists was the display commemerating the distribution, in The Cathedral, 

of Maundy Money by The Queen on 20th March 2008. The display included photographs and a brief 

explanation of the ceremony and, of course, some of the coins. 

 

 

The tour then went to the 13th century crypt, passing on the way the reputed site of Brian Boru’s 

grave, at the North wall of the cathedral.  



   

In the crypt we were able to see quite a few carved stone figures which had been found around the 

hill indicating a little of what the church building must once have been like. 

  

Having said fairwell to our friends from Dublin and Galway we headed home and resolved to revisit 

The City of Armagh. 

.  
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