
CHAPTER 1

T H E B E G I N N I N G

Dan Winter’s house is a small whitewashed, mud-walled

thatched cottage near the village of Loughgall in County

Armagh’s orchard country. It is a picture straight out of a tour-

ism brochure: the sort of Irish idyll that attracts hundreds of

thousands of people from around the world to visit these

shores. This particular cottage, however, has historical founda-

tions that are very different from those of rural Catholic Ireland

which invoke images of farming families gathered round open

turf fires playing traditional music with a picture of the Virgin

Mary and a crucifix hanging on the wall. The walls of the

Winter family home are adorned with emblems of another

faith, because this dwelling at the Diamond is a historically

important bastion of Protestantism – the birthplace of the

Orange Order.

Hilda Winter is the widow of Derek Winter – the great, great,

great, great-grandson of ‘Diamond’ Dan Winter – and she is the

curator of Dan Winter’s House Ancestral Home museum. Upon

arrival at this farmer’s cottage on Derryloughan Road near

Loughgall, the visitors eye is drawn to a flat rock by the half-
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door in the porch, with the words ‘Please come in’ painted on

it. Inside, the small stone-floored rooms with their low-beamed

ceilings and tiny windows are home to a collection of Orange

memorabilia dating from the present day back to 1795.

The Winter family has lived here since the eighteenth cen-

tury but interest in the cottage as a historic site gathered

momentum during the 1990 celebrations of the 300th anniver-

sary of the Battle of the Boyne.

‘Up until the mid-nineties this was a working turkey farm,’

says Hilda Winter, who is seated beside a roaring log fire. ‘And

this fire was kept going by burning the feathers.’

The museum is run on voluntary donations and gets up to

three thousand visitors a year. Visiting Orange lodges have

held meetings in the room where the ‘founding fathers’ dis-

cussed the tenets of the Order. In the grassy fields in front of

Winter’s cottage, on 21 September 1795, a collection of men

from non-Catholic denominations linked arms and agreed to

band together in defence of what they saw as the Freedom of

the Reformed Protestant faith. Among them were Presbyteri-

ans, Episcopalians, Quakers, Huguenots and Independents.

They had just tasted victory in what became known as the

Battle of the Diamond.

Their adversaries were the Roman Catholic Defenders –

a vigilante group that had grown out of the violent sectarian

confrontations over commerce and land in that part of Mid-

Ulster.

These agrarian groups had been at each other’s throats since

the 1780s. The ruthless Protestant gangs called themselves the

Peep o’Day Boys because of their tactic of raiding Catholic
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homes at the break of dawn to catch their quarry by surprise.

The Catholics formed themselves into the Defenders, a group

that was also prone to going on the offensive.

Lives and property were destroyed during the period leading

up to the confrontation at the Diamond. There had been

attempts by both sides at reconciliation. A group calling itself

the Council of Seven, including prominent people in the Prot-

estant community and Catholic priests, managed to negotiate a

truce, but it was short-lived. The fighting in County Armagh

came to a head on two hillsides in the townland of Grange

Lower, around a hamlet know as the Diamond. It was Monday,

21 September 1795. The Catholic Defenders lined up on

Faughart Hill while the Protestants arranged themselves on the

opposite side of the valley, on Diamond Hill. Folklore has it

that the Defenders fired the first shot. It is of little consequence.

The battle was over in minutes and the Defenders were

defeated. The death toll on the Catholic side is estimated at

between sixteen and sixty. Orange historians say that the Prot-

estants left the field of battle without one single fatality and

only one window in the Winter family home broken. The five

victorious leaders gathered in a circle, linked hands and

declared their brotherhood in loyalty to the Crown, the country

and the reformed Protestant religion. These founding fathers of

Orangeism included James Wilson from Dyan in Tyrone, James

Sloan from nearby Loughgall and ‘Diamond’ Dan Winter who,

along with his sons, had fought to defend their property in the

vicinity of the confrontation.

It was to the Winter’s farm cottage that the ‘fathers’ went to

discuss their next move. It was agreed to form a society that
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would later become the Loyal Orange Institution of Ireland. In

the circumstances it was felt, however, that further discussions

should take place at a location further removed from the field

of battle, in case of reprisals.

Former schoolmaster James Sloan, viewed by his contempo-

raries as an educated man, was appointed secretary. He owned

an inn in nearby Loughgall and it was to this hostelry that the

leaders retired later on the day of the battle for further meetings

on the formation of the Orange Institution.

In the days immediately following the fighting, the first

formal meeting of Orangemen took place in Sloan’s Inn at

Loughgall. Among those present was Captain John Gifford of

the Royal Dublin Militia who was barracked in Portadown. The

army had kept a low profile before and during the Battle of the

Diamond. It is thought that Captain Gifford was supportive of

the Protestant cause and was confident that they would be vic-

torious – so he turned a blind eye to the impending violence

and left them to get on with it. The fact that he was at the Sloan

Inn meeting and played an important role in the proceedings

supports that theory.

The English Catholic historian Plowden credits Gifford with

bestowing the title of ‘Orangemen’ on the brotherhood. He

also attributes to him the original obligation and regulations of

this new society of Protestant men. Evidence of the Captain’s

apparent dislike of Catholicism can be found in a letter Gifford

wrote to a military colleague stationed in Dublin. The letter,

written a few days after the Sloan Inn meeting, refers to the

founding in Loughgall of ‘a society that for generations would

curb both Pope and Popery in Ireland’. It would appear that it
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was Gifford who first drew the comparison between what the

Diamond men had done and what the soldiers of William of

Orange had fought for at the Battle of the Boyne nearly a cen-

tury earlier. It is believed that this comparison went some way

towards deciding on the title of Orangemen to refer to the

members of the newly formed society.

The Orange title had been in use long before this period.

Boyne Societies in commemoration of King William of

Orange and his victory over Catholic King James were

already in existence. A Protestant Orange Boys’ Club was

started in County Tyrone in 1792 by James Wilson – a relative

of Diamond Dan Winter.

Jonathan Mattison is the Convenor of the Orange Order’s

Education Committee. He is also an Orange historian who

completed his doctorate at Queen’s University Belfast, on

nineteenth-century Irish Orangeism. ‘The foundation of the

Order was officially in 1795; however there had been a number

of rural and popular Protestant organisations and spells of

Orangeism from the 1690s onwards, including Orange Socie-

ties and Clubs,’ he says. ‘During the Tyrconnell period in

1687-88 when he tried to change the make-up of city councils

across Ireland, a lot of Protestants and Anglicans were thrown

out of the Corporations and Councils. One of the most famous

incidents was in Dublin where many Protestants were forced

off the City Corporation. They formed their own Society or club

known as the Aldermen of Skinners Alley. This is regarded as

the starting point in Ireland of a Protestant/Orange-orientated

society.’

The early part of the eighteenth century saw the formation of
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a number of Boyne Societies and Boyne Clubs in Counties

Down and Wicklow as well as in Dublin city. The latter part of

the century saw the formation of The Peep o’Day Boys who

were the most violent Protestant grouping at that time. The

vigilante style association was formed in County Armagh fol-

lowing the relaxation of the Penal Laws which had discrimi-

nated against Roman Catholics. The grouping was almost

exclusively Anglican (Church of Ireland) and it existed to coun-

ter economic competition from Catholics over land leases,

rents and the production of linen. The ‘Boys’ were also

referred to as ‘Protestant Boys’, ‘Orangemen’ and ‘Wreckers’

due to their modus operandi of smashing the weaving looms in

Catholic homes. Throughout the 1790s, the Peep o’Day Boys

were held responsible for the expulsion of thousands of Catho-

lics from their homes in central Ulster. It is also claimed that

these Anglican extremists did not confine their attacks to

Catholics, with Protestant dissenters such as Presbyterians and

Quakers being targeted. Critics of Orangeism would argue that

the Peep o’Day Boys were the forerunners of the Orange

Order, however, there is another view that while some ‘Boys’

undoubtedly joined Orange lodges, they found themselves in a

markedly different association.

According to Mattison, ‘The Orange Order, in literal terms,

set itself up as a defensive organisation to defend Irish Protes-

tantism and hearth and home.’

Another who attended those early meetings of Orangemen

at Sloan’s Inn was James Wilson of Dyan. He managed to

secure permission for the very first Orange lodge warrant

issued. To this day, Loyal Orange Lodge No. 1 Dyan, near
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Caledon in County Tyrone, remains a bone of contention

amongst the men from the Diamond area of Loughgall in

County Armagh. Like their predecessors, they feel that the first

warrant should have gone to a local lodge as their men were

more directly involved in the Battle of the Diamond. It is

reported that they were so upset at not getting the No.1 warrant

at the time of the Battle that they sulked and refused to take up

any warrant. By the time they had thawed, they were issued

with a warrant for Loyal Orange Lodge No. 118. If ever there

was an early example of the Ulster ‘prods’ suffering for their

own renowned stubbornness, then this is it.

As a degree of compensation for this indignity, James Sloan,

the Loughgall innkeeper who had facilitated these early tenta-

tive meetings of Orangemen, is regarded as being the Order’s

first leader, maybe for no other reason than that he held the

keys to the ‘Orange Hall’. Initially Sloan, as leader, issued hand-

written warrants to newly formed lodges but this would soon

be formalised with the creation of a Grand Lodge and the print-

ing of lodge warrants.

The rural and bloody simplicity of the beginnings of an

organisation that was to go on to span the world is part of what

attracts those with an interest in history to the Winters’ cottage

today.

‘We get all sorts coming here,’ says the curator. ‘When my

husband was alive and this was still our home and a working

farm, it was mostly visiting Orangemen. But now we have

people from as far away as America, bus loads of tourists on

the Irish history trail and students whose studies include the

Orange Order.’
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Somewhat surprisingly Hilda Winter is not an Orange-

woman herself. She is, however, heavily involved with the

work of the Women’s Institute in her local parish church

where, she says, she ‘is strengthened by her faith in the Lord.’

She takes great pride in her Ulster Protestantism and her fam-

ily’s place in its historical background, and has dedicated her-

self to preserving that part of the history of Orangeism that

literally landed on her doorstep. She is well read on the subject

and has carried out much of the research into her own family

history and the Battle of the Diamond.

When explaining to visitors what happened at the Diamond

over two hundred years ago, Hilda Winter’s style is less a lec-

ture in history and more of ‘a story round the fireplace’.

‘When the men met in the days after the “Battle of the Dia-

mond” to form their Orange society they didn’t want the Peep

o’Day Boys in it, even though they fought in the Battle,’ she

explains. ‘They were too vicious, too violent.’

While these vigilantes weren’t officially incorporated into the

new Orange Institution, it is reasonable to assume that some

the Peep o’Day Boys managed to slip through the net.

The forming of a fraternal bond was less problematic

amongst the other co-combatants such as the Protestant

Orange Boys’ Club from Dyan in Tyrone. According to Hilda

Winter,

‘Those from the Dyan Club who fought at the Diamond

always said they went into Battle as Orange Boys and came out

as Orangemen.’
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