MYTHS AND LEGENDS

Everyone has heard of Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty. These fairy stories have captured the
imagination of every child over hundreds of years. But, did you know that Portrush and the
local area have their own legends? From the world famous Finn McCool to the local legend
of Long Gilbert, we have impressive stories that have been passed down through many
generations. Some may be true stories, while others will require you to use your imagination!
Read these myths and legends from Portrush and see if there is any evidence to back them
up….or are they tall tales?

FINN MCCOOL AND THE GIANT’S CAUSEWAY
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Long ago when giants walked the land, the biggest, strongest giant, Finn McCool, lived near
here, in North Antrim. He would eat a pile of pancakes as high as your house for breakfast,
six barrels of soup for lunch and a whole roasted cow with a huge sack of potatoes made
into chips for dinner. He never ate vegetables!
He liked to boast that he was the biggest, strongest giant in all the land, until one day a
visitor from Scotland arrived and told him, ‘There’s a giant over there in Scotland, called
Benandonner, and he says he is bigger and stronger than you. He challenges you to a
wrestling match to prove it. ‘Well that’s no problem,’ said Finn, ‘Of course, I’ll win because
I’m the biggest, strongest giant in all the land. We’ll build a road across the sea.’
So Finn and Benandonner began to collect great stones with five, four and six sides to
build a road, a causeway across the sea.
One day, Finn was having a wee snooze in his armchair beside the fire and looking forward
to eating the scones that his wife Una was baking, when the ground began to shake. ‘It’s an
earthquake!’ said Finn, jumping up.
‘Don’t be silly,’ said Una. ‘There are no earthquakes in Ireland.’
She looked out the window and saw a giant who was twice
the size of Finn. He was scattering trees before him like
matchsticks as he tramped up the road which was
cracking under his weight. ‘ Oh Finn!’ she cried ‘It’s
Benandonner and he’s twice the size of you. He’ll
destroy you if you get in a fight.’
‘What’ll I do?’ said Finn. He was really quite a gentle giant
who liked to boast but didn’t like to fight.
‘Quick!’ said Una. She was a very clever woman! ‘Into the baby’s cradle with
you.’ Finn squeezed in with his knees bent up, and Una tied a bonnet on him and
stuck a dummy in his mouth. Just in time, because there was a knock at the door
which nearly took it off its hinges. She opened it and there stood Benandonner who
was taller than her house, and her house was very tall indeed because Finn had to
fit inside.
‘Good morning Mam!’ the giant said. He was fearsome but very polite. ‘Are you Mrs
McCool? I’m looking for your husband.’
‘Ah, you just missed him,’ Una said. ‘But he’ll not be long. Will you come in and wait
and maybe you’d take a wee cup of tea and a scone. I’m just baking.’
Benandonner sniffed the delicious smell of bread baking. ‘That would be very nice,’ he
said and he bent double to fit in the door and sat down at the table. Una put a basin of
tea in front of him and a scone the size of a big frying pan but what Benandonner didn’t
know was that she had slipped a flat white stone into the middle of the scone. He took a
big bite and (WOW!) two of his teeth broke off and fell out.
‘Oh dear,’ said Una, ‘Is the bread too hard for you? That’s the way Finn likes it and the wee
babby here loves it and she reached a scone, with no stone in it, to Finn in the cradle.
‘Yum, yum,’ said Finn and he gobbled up the scone.
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Benandonner looked into the cradle. ‘Is that Finn’s baby?’ he asked. ‘What age is he? ‘He’s a funny looking baby. And he has
got a mouthful of teeth!’
‘He has indeed,’ said Una. ‘Sure he’s only six months old. He’s a fine strong babby and he’s going to grow up into a fine strong
man just like his daddy.
Benandonner was nursing his sore mouth. ‘Well, thank you for the scone Mrs McCool. I’ll not wait for Finn. Tell him I called. If
that’s the size of the baby I’ll not wait for his daddy.’ He hurried out the door, down the road and over the causeway ripping it
up behind him.
Finn jumped out of the cradle and he and Una danced round the kitchen and guess what Finn was singing. ‘I’m the biggest,
strongest giant in all the land!!’
That’s why today there’s only a little bit of the causeway left in Antrim and a little bit in Scotland at Staffa. There are no giants
left in Ireland but we still call it The Giant’s Causeway.

Could it be true?
While we love the idea of a giant building the causeway, this is not a true story. When people first examined the stones at
the Giant’s Causeway they didn’t know that they had been formed by lava from a volcano cooling in the sea. The stones
looked as if they had been carved by man and designed to fit together. There were lots of stories of Finn McCool and a
storyteller made up this story about Finn and the Giant’s Causeway.

LONG GILBERT
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There is an area on the cliffs at the White Rocks called Long Gilbert. It is named after a man called Gilbert McLaughlin, servant
of the Earl of Antrim. He was said to be a very tall man and a wonderful runner. He loved to deliver messages for the Earl and
people said he could run as fast as any horse. The Earl also used him as a ‘beater’. That’s the man who runs ahead of the Hunt
and stirs up foxes and rabbits for the hunters to chase. On one occasion he was guiding the hunt along the cliff edge at The
White Rocks when he lost his footing and fell to his death. Some say he was running so fast he couldn’t stop!
Legend says that, if the wind is in the right quarter, Long Gilbert can sometimes be heard playing the pipes in the cave below.

Could it be true?
The Long Gilbert Quarry sits above the White Rocks at the eastern end of the East (or Curran) Strand. It is a limestone
quarry from which stone was taken for many hundreds of years but which has not been worked for at least 75 years. Some
of the infrastructure is still evident including the two lime kilns where limestone (Calcium Carbonate) would have been
burned to produce quicklime (Calcium Oxide). Quicklime has been used since the earliest times in building mortars and
Roman concrete, as a stabiliser in mud renders and floors and a soil conditioner in agriculture.
The name of the quarry is said to come from a tall, gangly native of North Antrim who was Jester to Lord Antrim at
Ballymagarry many hundreds of years ago. Believed to be called Gilbert MacLaughlin but known as Long Gilbert due to his
height and long legs he was said to run with the hounds during fox or deer hunts. Legend claims that he was swifter than
the hounds and could run all day without tiring. On one occasion it is said that the hunted animal lead the pack of hounds
and Long Gilbert towards the cliff edge above the White Rocks at great speed; and being unable to stop all plunged over
the edge to their deaths. The place where they fell is now the site of Long Gilbert Quarry.
So this one could be true!
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THE MYTH OF MAGNUS BAREFOOT
AND THE WAR HOLLOW 3
Magnus Barefoot or Barelegs was the son of Olaf of Norway, had bases on The Hebrides, The Orkneys and the Isle of Man.
It is said Magnus got his name on the Hebrides because he always wore a Scottish kilt and so he was nicknamed Magnus
Lomcosach – Magnus of the bare legs. (The word cos in gaelic and gallic means both leg and foot)
Magnus was a giant of a man who had a famous sword he called Legbiter. He was feared wherever he went and he left a trail
of destruction throughout the Scottish Isles and all along the North Antrim coast. He plundered castles, abbeys and churches
of their riches and the Vikings also took cattle and slaves as their right.
In the summer of 1103 Magnus anchored his longships in
the Skerry Road and came ashore. He sent a raiding
party to Dunluce to demand that the chieftain O’Flynn
deliver a ransom of 300 cattle. He sent another raiding
party to rob the monastery at Coleraine and it is
recorded that the Vikings took ‘a bullock’s hide full
of gold and several skinfulls of wine.’ When they
got back to the East Strand where some of the
ships were pulled up on shore they set about
barbecuing some animals and washing the meat
down with the stolen wine.
Meanwhile O’ Flynn had lit a beacon calling the
neighbouring clans to his aid. They came from
as far away as Coleraine and from O’Cathan’s
country across the Bann, for Magnus Barefoot
and his Vikings had been the scourge of all
of them for many years. When the Norsemen
looked up from their feasting they saw a moving
mass. They thought it was the cattle they had
demanded but too late they realized it was
the clansmen attacking from the sandhills. The
Vikings tried to retreat to their ships but they
were in no shape for a fight and were cut down. It
is said that even after Magnus was wounded,
he continued to fight bravely with Legbiter, but
then he engaged in single combat with a fierce
warrior who almost severed his head with one
blow.
Magnus’ sons took his body back to Norway
for burial and the story was forgotten on the
Causeway Coast although it was recorded in old
Scandinavian manuscripts. Many years later when Royal
Portrush golf course was being laid out, a quantity of human
remains were uncovered in a hollow they called the war hollow.
They bore the scars of battle – cracked skulls and broken
limbs and so today there is still a hole on the golf course
known as The War Hollow.
And the bullock’s hide full of gold? Well the O’Flynns
didn’t recover it or if they did they didn’t tell anyone. It
is said it is still buried somewhere in the vicinity of The
War Hollow but Royal Portrush would not appreciate it
if you go looking for it with a metal detector. Just an old
story? We may never know but the townland in that area
in called Cloughorr which translates as ‘the stone of gold.’
I wonder why.
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Could it be true?
This may be a true story, although historians cannot confirm all of the details. Local expert, Professor Séamus Mac
Mathúna, has taken a look at the evidence.
On the 13 September 1813, the Scottish newspaper The Caledonian Mercury reported a ‘Curious Discovery’: the remains
of a ship in Ballywillin bog about a mile or so from Portrush. It seemed natural to ask the question. Was this a Viking ship?
From its remaining parts, it was a sizeable vessel, capable of carrying 30-40 tons. Most of the timber had been carried off
by enterprising locals before it could be properly investigated, but apparently it contained some very old coins of silver,
whose dates, as far as I know, have never been established.
Nearly a century after this report, William Adams in his Dalriada, published in 1906, wrote that the ship had been
discovered by a local farmer named Andrew Knox, and had been put together and taken to Dublin. Unfortunately, there is
also no clear material evidence that it was a Viking ship.
The ship burial is close to ‘The War Hollow’, the fourth hole on Portrush Royal Valley Golf Course, where King Magnus
Barefoot of Norway is reputed to have been killed in an ambush by the Irish in 1103.
He had anchored off the Skerries and went ashore to find a raiding party he had dispatched in search of cattle. There is
quite a full account of Magnus’s death in the Icelandic historian Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla (c.1230), but we are not
sure this occurred at ‘The War Hollow’. He was definitely killed and buried somewhere close to the Northern Irish coast,
possibly close to Downpatrick. Did his killing at Portrush enter the folk tradition based on the ‘curious discovery’ of the
ship? Or, if Magnus was not killed there, had other Vikings been to the area?
Whilst these matters are open to speculation, and whilst the Vikings did not establish towns or kingdoms in Ulster, they
certainly sailed their longships along the north coast, raiding and pillaging as they went along. The first raid on Ireland
appears to have been on Rathlin Island in 795.
The intrepid Norsemen then rowed up the River Foyle and reached Derry, but were defeated by the Uí Néill there in 833.
They had a fleet of ships on Lough Neagh 839-841, having presumably entered the Bann at the Barmouth and rowed
upstream, where they set up the first longphort or ship fortress in Ireland.
From there, they plundered northern Irish kingdoms and monasteries, having earlier attacked the larger monasteries of
Bangor and Armagh. In 1018, an Irish king, Konfogur (Connor), defeated the Orkney Vikings in Larne.
The word ‘Skerries’ is from Old Norse sker ‹a small rocky island or reef in the sea›! There are many others, in other parts
of Ireland, especially along the coast, place-names ending in ford (Wexford, Waterford etc.), or containing the element vick,
from Norse vík ‘inlet’, such as Wicklow.
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THE LEGENDARY MARY MURPHY, THE
PORTRUSH GIANTESS 4
The story of Mary Murphy, the Portrush giantess, who lived near the harbour in the 1690s, is a sad one. Mary was over seven
feet tall without shoes and was described as very attractive, ‘very well proportioned and with a handsome face.’ It must have
been hard for her to have shoes and clothes made to fit her for she was not rich.
She had plenty of suitors. One young local man in particular was in love with her, but she turned them all down in favour of
a French sea captain who was passing through the port. Perhaps he lured her with promises of silks and finery and a life of
adventure. After marrying her, he gave up his life at sea and toured the countryside exhibiting Mary as an attraction at freak
shows. They were very cruel times. If he put her in high heels and gave her a hat she would have seemed even taller.
Mary is said to have danced an Irish jig and sung a folksong for King William and
Queen Mary, of England who were so delighted with her performance they paid her a
fee of one guinea – a lot of money at that time. She must have made plenty of money
for husband.
However the story doesn’t end well and Mary’s dreams of fame and fortune came
to nothing. She was last seen being exhibited at a sideshow outside Paris in 1701
but by this time her husband had abandoned her and sometime later she died
destitute in France, - a long way from lovely Portrush.
Meanwhile, the young Portrush man who was in love with her,
took himself off to live as a hermit in a little hut near the Giant’s
Causeway where he is said to have died of a broken heart.

Could it be true?
This is a true story. Mary Murphy was also known as the
‘Portrush Giantess’ and was born in Portrush in 1673. She stood
at 7’2” (2.2m), which is tall even for today’s standards. The
average height for a man at the time was around 1.7m (approx.
5’6”), so Miss Murphy would have been quite the anomaly as a
woman!
She is reported to have had a “very handsome face” and an
exceptional figure so that she had many suitors from near and far.
One of her suitors was a hermit called MacGilladhu (or ‘Black’) who
lived in Portcoon cave at the Giant’s Causeway.
Mary married a French fisherman and sailed off with him, leaving her
spurned lover to fall sick and die of a broken heart. Mary became
somewhat famous and her new husband advertised her as the
‘Portrush Giantess’, even presenting her to King William III and
Queen Mary II in London, where she sang and danced an Irish jig.
By 1701, she was reported to be in Montpellier in France as an
exhibition in fairs, and little is known of her after this.
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THE LEGEND OF TAVISH DHU
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Tavish Dhu, or Black Tom was a ruthless and feared sea pirate whose heart was as black as his beard. He was much feared
on land and sea and his ships must have been well known on the Causeway Coast because he often sheltered in the Skerry
Roads, from where he could lie in wait and attack passing ships.
At this time, Scotland was at war with England but the Scottish King, Robert Bruce , had defeated Edward Second of England
at Bannockburn. However Scotland had no navy and was open to further attacks. Tavish offered his support to Robert who
had sent his brother, Edward to claim Ireland in his name. It is reported that Tavish’s ships brought 6000 soldiers from Scotland
and landed them near Larne so he must have had a good number of ships that were big enough to carry so many men.
Tavish’s most famous exploit took place in 1315. When Edward Bruce was camped outside Coleraine with his supplies running
low, Tavish intercepted four ship belonging to the Earl of Ulster that were travelling in convoy, carrying supplies to the English
forces. He took the supplies instead to Edward Bruce’s forces. King Edward of England was furious and ordered his sea
captains to find and destroy Tavish at any cost and put a bounty on his head.
In 1317, there was a great sea battle in which 40 of Tavish’s men were killed and he himself captured and executed. Without
Tavish’s help Bruce’s soldiers were soon defeated in Ireland.
Legend has it that Tavish’s treasure is still buried on the Skerries but beware his ghost if you go looking for it, for it is said that
he and his ghostly crew still guard their treasure jealously. No good will come to anyone who finds it!

Could it be true?
Tavish Dhu definitely existed, although some of the details cannot be confirmed, like the buried treasure on the Skerries!
Tavish Dhu (also known as Black Tom) was a Scottish privateer (or pirate) who wreaked havoc against English sailors in
the Irish Sea during the 1300s, sometimes on behalf of Robert the Bruce, the Scottish King but mostly on his own behalf.
Tavish helped Robert Bruce to capture the Isle of Man from Edward II and then supported his brother Edward Bruce’s
attempt to become King of Ireland. In May 1315 he brought a fleet of 6,000 men to Olderfleet (near Larne) and is also
believed to have assisted the Scottish troops when they were camped at Coleraine, bringing them across the River Bann
to safety when they were threatened by the advancing army of the Earl of Ulster.
It was during this time that he also seized four English ships bringing
valuable supplies to the Earl of Ulster, when he intercepted them off
Portrush in his most notorious act and sailed them up the River Bann to
Edward Bruce.
Tavish had a ruthless reputation and was described as “the scum of the
sea” and “a cruel pirate”. He shocked Edward II when he raided Holyhead in
Wales and sailed off with a merchant ship and rich cargo. The King ordered
his finest captains to find and destroy Tavish.
On 2nd July 1317, Tavish was eventually captured following a sea battle in
which 40 of his crew members died. He was executed and his head was sent to
Dublin as a defiant show of triumph. Without Tavish, Bruce soon lost his hold
over the Irish Sea and his armies were defeated in Ireland.
As for Tavish, his treasures are said to be buried on the Skerries guarded
by his ghost and the ghosts of his crew. Every year, Pirates off Portrush put
on displays and re-enact the legends of Tavish Dhu and his crew where Tavish
will save Portrush from a terrible fate. The plays are usually performed at the
amphitheatre and include other Irish legends and mythological creatures such as
the Leprechauns. Some believe that Dhu Varren and Island Dubh of the Skerries are
named after the pirate.
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THE BALLYWILLAN PRINCESS
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Did you know there is said to be a princess buried in Ballywillan
Old Churchyard?
In 1689 King James was on his way to the siege of Derry. It was a particularly wet year and James’s army was delayed near
Ballymoney for some time by the bad weather. The merchants there made them welcome. It is believed that while he was
there, James had an affair with a local woman and some months later she had a baby which she claimed was King James’s
child. James denied this and refused to acknowledge the baby girl who was christened Dorothea.
When Dorothea grew up, it is said that she married a wealthy Coleraine merchant called Ross but she died at a young age.
She is buried in Ballywillan old church yard. The grave is marked by a flat headstone which is engraved with a very faded
Stewart coat of arms and a fleur de lys. Legend says that the headstone was erected by Queen Anne, Dorothea’s half-sister. If
this is so, Anne must have believed Dorothea’s mother’s story!

Could it be true?
This appears to be true. The ruins of the Old Ballywillan Parish Church are believed to date back to the late thirteenth or
early fourteenth century. The best-known headstone there belongs to the ‘Princess of Portrush’- Dorothea Ross.
It is said that Dorothea was the illegitimate daughter of James II, conceived with a farmer’s daughter from Ballymoney
during James’ campaign in Ireland to take back his kingdom in 1689 from King William III and Queen Mary II.
She married a merchant from Coleraine and died quite young, possibly in childbirth. The inscription has been worn away
and the only visible feature is a heraldic shield. However, a newspaper report from 1881 identifies her name and date of
death.
It is a good story and no dates can now be read on the gravestone. However, the Ordinance Survey of 1835 says that
Dorothea Ross died in December 1713 aged 42. If this is so she would have been 19 when King James was here.
Perhaps it is still a mystery.
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THE SELKIE
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A young fisherman lived by himself – he showed no interest in girls and no inclination to take a wife although many of the local
women eyed him as a suitable husband for their daughters as he had a house, a boat and a good living.
He was given to taking solitary walks on the shore in the evening and one evening as he neared Reviggerly Point, at the foot of
Ramore Head, he heard and saw a beautiful young woman sitting on the rocks, singing and combing her hair. As he watched,
she rose and picked up something grey and wet that looked like the skin of a seal. The woman threw it round her shoulders
and slid into the sea. Of course the young man knew the stories of the selkie who could shed her skin and assume human
shape on land but he had never believed them.
The next evening she was there again, and the next and the next, and each time the fisherman got a little bit closer until he
was close enough to reach up and grasp the skin which he stuffed in his pocket and then went home. The selkie maiden
followed him – she could do no other.
They became man and wife and in due time she bore him 3 children.
The neighbours gossiped – ‘Where did he get her from? He was always uppity! Could he not have married one of his own? She
kept herself to herself – sang strange songs, had a funny accent ….’
One night there was a great storm and the thatch of the fisherman’s cottage was damaged. He went to find the thatcher to
repair it and when he was away the littlest boy saw a strange grey thing peeping from the rafters. He climbed on an old box
and was just able to reach the tip of it. What he pulled down was the selkie skin, fresh as the day the fisherman had hidden it
in the thatch all those years ago.
Delighted with his new plaything, the little boy was running round with it draped over his
head when the fisherman returned and was horrified. He snatched it from the boy
and spoke roughly to him. The boy went running in tears to his mother and his
father hurried out to the barn to hide it again.
Of course, the boy told his mother what had happened but, beyond seeming
preoccupied, she said nothing until the children went to bed when she
went out to the barn and searched till she found what she had long
sought.
That evening, the fisherman was out in his boat checking his lobster pots
and as he came round Reviggerly Head he saw his wife on the rocks. He
called to her by the name he had given her but she didn’t seem to hear
him. He called again and now she reached down and drew up her seal
skin. Desperately he called their children’s names to her but she took no
notice and as he watched, helpless, she slid off the rocks into the sea.
The fisherman and his children never saw her again ……..
You can stop here or the mermaid may return to leave baskets
of fish when the sea is rough and the fishing poor – depends
on who you are telling the story to. Or perhaps the fisherman
and his children did see her again – it’s your story!

Could it be true?
This one is entirely made up. Stories of the sea, and
the creatures held within, have been popular folklore for
hundreds of years. The most famous is the story of The
Little Mermaid by Hans Christian Andersen which has been
made into an epic Disney movie.
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HOW THE SALMON BECAME KING
OF THE FISH 8
Once upon a time Manannan Mac Lir was in charge of the oceans around here. He didn’t look after them very well because
he liked to go off partying with his friends Neptune and Poseidon. When he was away, there was no one to command the sea
to behave itself. Great storms wrecked boats, battered the land, ripped up seaweed where the fish sheltered and left them
cowering in sea caves and under rocks.
Eventually the fish held a meeting and sent a delegation to Manannan asking him to appoint a deputy who could take over
when he was away.
‘Do it yourself,’ said Manannan who was really very lazy. ‘Appoint one of yourselves to be king of the sea.
When the fish heard this they got very excited. ‘Of course, it has got to be me,’ said the shark, ‘We’re a large family. We include
the tope and the dogfish and many others’.
‘But we are the most numerous,’ said the mackerel, swimming round and round in circles.
‘What about me,’ said crab, ‘I pick up the pieces from all the mess you others make. I’m the most important.’
No one noticed that Salmon had slipped away to pay a visit to his cousin the trout in the River Bann. ‘But that’s nothing to do
with us,’ said Trout when Salmon told him what was happening. ‘We are river fish. You and I are the only ones who go to sea
because we are at home in fresh and salt water.’
‘True’, said Salmon but how will you feel about it if big sharks or shoals of mackerel begin invading your
territory. If you vote for me, I will promise never to harm your young and to leave my children
with you in the river, as hostages, until they are old enough to go to sea.’
And so when Manannan called another meeting there was a great gathering
of fish in the bay.
‘Are you ready to vote?’ he asked
‘We are,’ called a voice from the back of the crowd.
‘Who are you?’ asked Shark in surprise because he could see many fish that
he didn’t recognize.
‘We are the river fish.’ they said.
‘Go back to your rivers,’ snarled Shark, baring his teeth. ‘This is none of your
business.’
‘A big pike, who lived in Lough Neagh, swam forward showing he had teeth too.
‘We’re making it our business,’ he said. ‘We are fish too.’
Mannanan had to agree and Octopus was appointed to count the votes
because he had most tentacles. Shark voted for himself and went off in
a huff. The mackerel swam round and round in frantic circles and each
one voted for himself. The other fish only voted for their own species but
the river fish, the pike, the roach, the bream and many more, all voted for
Salmon. When the votes were counted Salmon had the most votes and that
is how Salmon became king of the fish, and his cousin the trout lord of the river.
And so the salmon visit the river every year to lay their eggs and leave their young
there until they are old enough to go to sea. The trout can leave their rivers, swim out
into salty water and become sea trout.
Adapted from a story by Soinbhe Lally in ‘Song of a River.’

Could it be true?
This tale cannot be true! It is a fairytale type of story which tries to impart a message to its readers. It looks at the
importance of teamwork in order to ensure a peaceful and successful life. We could learn a lot from the river fish!
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