
A Summer to Remember, The Opening of Castlerock Presbyterian 

Church 

 

Prior to the middle of the 19th century, not much existed on the site of the modern 

village of Castlerock.  The name derives from a large outcrop of rock resembling a 

castle and now obscured by drifting sand which used to have some prominence on 

the beach just below Guysmere. 

Early development of the village began with the arrival of the railway in 1853.  The 

railway also brought an abundance of visitors, especially on a Sunday with many of 

them coming from Derry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1864, The NCC Railway 

offers excursion tickets 

to Castlerock, including 

on Sundays 



In 1862, concerned about desecration of the Sabbath by these “railway excursionists 

and parties residing at Castlerock for the benefit of sea bathing”, the Rev W. Lyle, 

Minister of First Dunboe, sought permission from Presbytery to hold services on 

Sabbath evenings during the summer months.  He was soon being assisted by other 

members of the Coleraine Presbytery, many of whom volunteered to officiate there 

in the evenings after conducting public worship in their own churches.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

May 1864, Rev Lyle from Dunboe 

renews his request to Presbytery to 

hold evening worship on Sabbaths 

during the summer with younger 

ministers officiating 



 

 

 

When the open-air services commenced, we are told they were held in the 

sandhills. 

The entrance to the beach then was much as it is nowadays and the officiating 

ministers, who would in some cases have travelled quite a distance to 

Castlerock by pony and trap (not wishing to use the train on the Sabbath) would 

most likely have not wanted to then journey further along the strand. 

William Warke lived in Castlerock House, now renamed and the home of the 

McConkey family.  He was an active supporter of the services and we are told 

he would on occasion, offer the use of the spacious grounds around his villa. 

The visitors would in all likelihood have congregated in those areas close to the 

station and the hotel and having given these matters some thought, I am inclined 

to believe the open-air services took place in that area adjacent to the boundary 

of Guysmere and perhaps stretching up to Circular Road through the ground 

now occupied by the Golf Club which did not then exist (it was not established 

until 1901) 



Both local newspapers and the Committee Minutes report how attendances at these 

open-air services were frequently large and encouraging.  However, the weather in 

those days was as unpredictable as it is now and there was much inconvenience and 

disappointment when it was particularly wet and windy.

 

In 1864, at around the same time Rev Lyle made his further request to Presbytery, a 

committee was established to investigate building a hut or wooden house.  Samuel 

Greer tells it was in 1867 that it was determined to attempt the building of a House 

of Worship in the village.   

 

A subscription fund was commenced, and the project given the approval of the 

Presbytery of Coleraine.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The General Assembly, in June 1868, recommended the care of the preaching station 

at Castlerock to the Board of Missionary Directors.  The Rev Lyle, who had initiated 

open-air worship at Castlerock and had continued to take such an interest died in 

1867.  The Rev John Mark who succeeded him was not so enthusiastic and did not 

take any of the evening services there. 

 

Londonderry 

Standard 

15th May 1867 



 

 

 

 

In October 1868, the Company of Clothworkers wrote to the Presbytery agreeing to 

grant a site and £100 towards costs.  The proposed site however, lay at the bottom 

end of Circular Road (the Committee Minutes note this as `Best`s Corner,` now the 

location of the Community Centre) and it did not meet with the approval of Samuel 

Greer nor the Presbytery Committee.  They wrote to the Clothworkers intimating 

they would rather buy a site of their choosing than accept an unsuitable one 

gratuitously.  The Clothworkers were open to persuasion and after a further meeting 

the present site at the top of the hill was agreed upon. 

 

In the meantime, a plan and specification for the new church had been drawn up by 

a surveyor, Mr Bray, to satisfy the General Assembly`s Church and Manse Building 

Committee.  These were sent to the Clothworkers in London for approval and in 

August 1869 their architect, Frederick William Porter, sent revised plans with 

suggestions for improvements to Samuel McCurdy Greer.  These allowed for a 

chimney flue and a redesigned entrance door  that did not face to the west.  Porter 

was an experienced architect and was very conscious the Committee of the 

Castlerock Preaching Station had chosen an exposed situation and he emphasised 

that more than ordinary care should be taken to secure a strong sound roof and he 

hoped  double walls would be employed to keep the rain from driving through. 

 

Greer`s account in the Committee Book tells us that some of Porter`s plans were 

taken into consideration by the Building Committee and only some parts of them 

adopted, along with those of Mr Bray, to form the basis of a building contract.  

Advertisements were then published seeking tenders.  That of Messrs. Thornton and 

Graham was accepted, with work to start before Christmas 1869 and to be completed 

by 1st May 1870.   Greer describes the work as progressing vigorously but 

nonetheless, the building was not completed by the agreed date. 

 



 

For those unfamiliar with the history of our 

church, it should be perhaps mentioned at this 

stage that the tower we are now so familiar with 

was not part of original building.  It was added 

in 1885 in memory of Samuel Greer who had 

worked without stint of time or strength or 

money to organize the congregation and erect 

the church. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



By June 1870, though the building work though not complete, it was deemed far 

enough advanced to allow worship to take place and preparations were set in hand 

for an opening date of 17th July.  In the interim, two pre-opening evening services 

were arranged for 3rd and 10th July. 

 

It so happened that Christchurch along Main Street was also under construction and 

like its Presbyterian counterpart, nearing completion. 

 

I would like to think that it was not a race to be first to open the doors, and rather 

that it was through prior and friendly arrangement, but both churches held public 

worship on the same day in July 1870.  The Rev Samuel Robinson from Macosquin 

preaching in the Presbyterian church, and the Rev Armstrong in the Episcopalian 

church. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Contemporary reports emphasised that no expense had been spared at Christchurch.  

The Coleraine Chronicle on 2 July 1970 was at pains to point out however 

 

“The Presbyterian community of the place have no reason to envy their richer 

neighbours and the success of their really spirited effort aided by the princely 

generosity of people at a distance.  The Presbyterian Church has, we should say, 

been erected to supply a real want, the urgency of which the success of Castlerock 

as a Mission Station amply proved.  It is of neat proportions, while the work is of a 

substantial and durable character.  When finished it will, as we have said, be one of 

the attractions of the village – attesting at once the piety, the zeal, and the 

hopefulness of those by whom it was projected and carried so near to completion.” 

Various newspapers on or around 29th June, 1870 carried reports that Rev 

Samuel Robinson had conducted evening worship on Sunday evening,  the use 

of past tense implying Sunday 26th June. 

I am inclined to believe that these reports had been placed with the press in 

anticipation of events to come rather than what had already taken place. 

The 3rd and 10th July are given in two separate parts of the first Committee book 

as being the dates when the evening, and first, services were held in the as yet 

uncompleted church. 

First Committee Minute 

Book, page 323, 

`3rd and 10th July` 



First Committee Minute Book, p 17 

Recorded by Samuel McCurdy Greer 

“ the 3rd & 10th July respectively by the Rev R.W. Fleming & the 

Rev S. Robinson 

Rev Robert Fleming was minister of 1st Coleraine and Rev Samuel 

Robinson, minister of Macosquin 



 

The Formal Opening, 17th July 1870 

In the week leading up to 17th July 1870, 

notices were placed in local newspapers in 

Coleraine and Derry 

  



Formal Opening 

Sunday 17th July, 1870 at twelve o`clock, 

noon 

Rev. J.L. Porter, D.D., LL.D. 

       Image from Wikipedia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The opening service was conducted by the Rev Dr Porter, Professor of Church 

History, and a former Missionary to the Jews.  That evening, a service was also held 

at 1st Coleraine and the collections taken at both services went towards reducing the 

remaining debt on the church.   



The Rev R.W. Fleming had organised William Fleming, a Belfast Licentiate and 

William Thompson of Ballymoney to supply preaching over the summer. 

 

After the opening, we know from the record of Sabbath collections made that first 

summer that services were held morning and evening right up to 1st October by 

which time, Samuel Greer tells us, most of the visitors had gone home.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 The First Congregational Meeting 

On 14th August 1870, a notice 

was made from the pulpit 

inviting a meeting of all persons 

who were connected with or 

interested in Castlerock 

Presbyterian Church for the 

purposes of choosing some 

members of Committee who 

might cooperate with the 

trustees in managing the affairs 

of the church. And so it was that 

the first congregational meeting 

took place on Tuesday 16th 

August 1870, followed twelve 

days later by the first Committee 

meeting on August 30th.    

 

 

 

The First Committee Meeting 

On Tuesday August, 30th 1870 at 6.30 p.m. the first meeting of the Committee was 

held in the church 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There was much to discuss including the outstanding work needed to complete the 

church.  It still remained to finish the outside walls in cement and construct a 

surrounding wall and  entrance gate.  Architect and legal fees had to be serviced 

along with other debts. 

They were an optimistic group of people though.  The church had been built as a 

summer preaching station and even at this first committee meeting and in spite of 

their problems, their thoughts turned to the future and how they might endeavour to 

establish an independent congregation. 

 



 



The Clothworkers Visit 

 

On Thursday 15th September, a deputation from the Clothworker`s Company visited 

Coleraine to inspect their Co Londonderry estate.  They took the opportunity to drive 

to Castlerock to see the annual agricultural exhibition there, and also to visit the 

Presbyterian church to which they had contributed generously. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

In July 1874, Castlerock was recognised as a congregation by the General Assembly 

and in March 1875, the Rev William Irwin was installed as minister. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


