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1831: The year Portrush became a town? 
By Hugh McGrattan 

 

THE year 1831 is not immediately obvious as being significant in our local history, but the fact is, before that 

date Portrush was just a townland – one of around 34 in the Parish of Ballywillan – and existed merely as a 

collection of buildings around a convenient landing place. But in 1831 work was initiated on the first 

permanent building for the use of the community in the form of a schoolhouse-chapel. It was an act of faith 

in the future of this isolated community as a town in its own right, rather than an “outpost” of Coleraine. 

 

That first solitary building, “neat but plain”, stood at the point where the earthen roadway – it could not yet 

be called a street – leading from Ramore Head and the new harbour, divided into the Coleraine and 

Causeway roads. The site had been granted by Lord Mark Kerr to a small but flourishing Methodist 

community, led by a man of exceptional foresight and ability called Adam Clarke. 

 

Rev. Dr. Adam Clarke, the man of vision who gave the 

peninsula of Portrush its first modern place of worship. 

     

Having established schools in Shetland, he undertook a similar work in his native land and decided to set up 

six schools in the Coleraine and north Antrim area. Among these was Portrush, where he had discovered 

that “ignorance and vice were seen to hold almost an uncontrolled sway”. 

 

Early in 1831 a school for some 80 children was established, with no accommodation and a dugout in the 

sandhills the only protection until a local man offered the use of two rooms in his house as classrooms. 

An outstanding theologian and academic, Dr. Adam Clarke 

was probably the most revered figure in Methodism after 

John Wesley. He was not born on the north coast, as is often 

claimed, but in the Co. Derry inland parish of Kilcronaghan. 

However, he did have a huge influence on Portrush and 

Portstewart. 

As a young man he had lived at Agherton and worked as a 

draper’s assistant in Coleraine. He was therefore well 

acquainted with the area and the conditions in which the 

people lived. His prowess as a lay preacher was soon 

recognised and he was persuaded to move to England by 

Wesley himself, to train for the Methodist ministry.  

 

Adam Clarke quickly rose to become an eminent preacher 

and teacher, a leader of the Methodist church and a highly 

respected member of many learned societies. However, he 

never forgot his homeland and on his visits to Ireland in the 

course of his work he frequently returned to the north 

coast. Indeed, he planned to live in Portstewart when he 

retired. 

 



                                                                                                                                                                  

                                                                                                                                                

Registered with The Charity Commission for Northern Ireland NIC102817 
 

Meanwhile, work on the schoolhouse proceeded, now with the intention that the building would also be 

used as a chapel. It was thus to become the first place of worship on the promontory since medieval times. 

Adam Clarke spoke of the blessing that a house built for God would be in a place so neglected and noted for 

sabbath-breaking and drunkenness. 

 
The tiny 1831 schoolhouse-chapel, built by the Methodist community but used for more than a decade by several denominations. 

  

Adam Clarke lived just long enough to see his vision of a Portrush school become a reality. He visited in 1832, 

although a sick man, and rejoiced to see the improvement in the condition and demeanour of the local 

children “all behaving with the utmost decorum”. A few weeks later Adam Clarke died, a victim of one of the 

last major outbreaks of cholera. His name is commemorated by the fine 42-foot monument that stands in 

the grounds of the Portrush Methodist Church.  

 

Although the Methodist community were first to establish their place of worship within the peninsula in 

1831, there had been earlier indications that Portrush was on its way to becoming a town.  In 1800 there 

were still fewer than 30 houses and the advice to tourists was – don’t go there unless you are a geologist! 

But by September 1814  Sir Walter Scott was dropping-in on the interesting if somewhat eccentric Rev. Dr. 

William Richardson at Ramore House to discuss the perplexing origins of Portrush rock. 

 

Three years later work started on a new road to Coleraine, to the east of the high road through Maddybenny. 

It was completed despite a typus epidemic that raged throughout Ireland. In 1822, Rebecca Rice built the 

first villa for the convenience of wealthy visitors on the gently sloping area on the east side of the peninsula. 

A wall was built to create an exclusive area for these more refined tourists. She called it The Terrace.  Today 

it is better known as The Arcadia. 

 

The construction of the new harbour was a major factor in the accelerating development of Portrush. The 

scheme had been around for over 20 years alongside an alternative project for a canal from Coleraine. By 

1831 work had been going on for four years and was nearing completion. Steamers en route from Derry to 

Glasgow - a 22 hour trip - had been calling off Portrush for two or three years. Captain Fred Watt had 

established his coal business in 1828.  
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As the Portrush community expanded, so the balance between town and country populations in the parish 

of Ballywillan had been changing. Churches built to serve largely rural communities now became less 

convenient for their congregations. The Church of Ireland and Presbyterian denominations had also started 

looking at the merits of moving into the main centre of population. Old Ballywillan Parish Church had served 

the people from medieval times while Ballywillan Presbyterian Church was one of the earliest of that 

denomination. Increasing numbers of their members were faced with a mile-long uphill trek on Sundays. The 

small Roman Catholic population had not had a permanent place of worship for many years and the prospect 

of building a chapel in Portrush was becoming not only feasible but essential. However, the Methodist chapel 

was a full ten years ahead of them all. 

 

 

In a spirit of Christian co-operation, the little building was extensively used by other denominations until 

they had built churches of their own. Indeed, it appears to have served as something of a community centre, 

although such a term would have been unknown to the people of that era.  All manner of public gatherings 

were held there, such as temperance rallies and charity gatherings, protest meetings over the late arrival of 

the post or calling for Port Rush to have a lifeboat. There’s even evidence that the school-room was used on 

Saturday mornings from the 1840s as a distribution point for the Coleraine Chronicle!  

 

The famous Russian bell, pictured shortly after being removed from the 

church steeple in 1987.                                              

Its 17th century chime continued to ring out over the resort until 1987 when it was removed for safety 

reasons. Today, it is on display inside the church, a link with the earliest days of Methodism in Portrush.  

 

The little chapel had an interesting feature.  In 

the cupola on its roof was installed an ancient 

bell which was used to summon scholars and 

worshippers alike. Cast in Amsterdam in 1681 

it had initially belonged to Alexander I, Czar of 

Russia, but was given to the British 

Ambassador at the Russian Court.  Adam 

Clarke was a distinguished linguist with some 

20 languages at his command and after 

completing the translation of some ancient 

documents at the House of Lords, he was 

presented with the bell for use in one of his 

churches. It was subsequently suggested by 

that tireless Portrush benefactor Rebecca Rice 

of Rock Ryan that a bell would “complete” the 

chapel project and so it was installed soon 

after the chapel was opened for worship. It 

was later transferred to the Methodist Church, 

built on the same site in 1887. 
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In 1859 a magnificent granite obelisk to Dr. Clarke’s memory had been placed on a little hill behind the 

chapel. After 50 years, the schoolhouse-chapel was demolished, to be replaced by the attractive church we 

know today. In 1910, the obelisk was moved from its lofty position and placed in the grounds of the church. 

The hill itself was removed in 1931 to make room for a handsome church hall with a suite of rooms and 

shops underneath. 

 
The Adam Clarke Memorial obelisk on its original site on a small hill behind the church. Today it stands within the church grounds and the hill 

has gone to make way for the church hall.  

 

A manse, built beside the church and fronting on to Causeway Street, had been provided in 1871 and initially 

served as accommodation for the supernumerary ministers who then looked after this part of the Coleraine 

Methodist Circuit. In 1927 Portrush was elevated to full circuit status and the manse became the home of 

the full-time ministers now serving the circuit. The original manse was sold in the 1970s. 

 

The centenary of the dedication of the present church was celebrated at the end of September 1987 and to 

mark the occasion a small but most interesting booklet tracing the history of Methodism in Portrush was 

written by John Moulden. 

 

(Author’s note: Although the name Port Rush should be more properly applied when referring to the earlier 

years of the 19th century, the single title Portrush has been used to avoid confusion!) 

 

Our thanks once again to Hugh for this excellent contribution to our Heritage Newsletters.    

February 13th 2021  

 


