
Town Hall

This red brick building was designed by 
Sir Charles Lanyon and was completed 
in 1872.  Inside there used to be an 
Assembly Room big enough for 500 
people, a reading room, a kitchen, 
caretaker’s apartments as well as 
other meeting rooms.

In 1928 the building was made bigger to 
allow for theatrical performances and 
cinema showings.  

It continues to provide a valuable 
service to the community for theatre 
performances, exhibitions and 
meetings.

War Memorial

The War Memorial in front of the Town 
Hall was built after the First World War 
– also known as the Great War, 1914-
1918.   It reminds us of the 78 Portrush 
men who did not return home having 
been killed or declared “missing in 
action” during the war. 

The memorial is called a “Cenotaph” 
which is a tomb or monument in 
honour of a person or group of persons 

whose bodies are elsewhere – for 
example people who died in a war.  
The word cenotaph comes from the 
Greek words ‘kenos’ (empty) and 
‘taphos’ (tomb) . 

The Portrush War Memorial was 
unveiled on 11th November 1922 by Lady 
MacNaghten of Dundarave and the 
first Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, 
Sir James Craig. 

The bronze sculpture was designed by 
Frank Ransom and depicts the figure 
of “Victory”- the figure is holding a 
Palm Tree branch and a sword with the 
sharp end pointing downwards. The 
Palm Tree branch is also a symbol of 
triumph, peace, and eternal life. 

Since a victory signals an end to a 
conflict or competition, the palm 
developed into a symbol of peace. In 
western Christian art, martyrs were 
often shown holding a palm frond 
(leaves) as an attribute, representing 
the victory of spirit over flesh. The 
sword, held with the point downwards, 
represents the end of conflict, peace 
or rest. 

After the Second World War, 1939-1945, 
the 30 names of those who died in this 
conflict were added.

The War Memorial is the focus for 
remembrance on several occasions 
each year and in particular on 
Remembrance Sunday - the Sunday 

closest to Armistice Day - 11th 
November. 

Armistice Day is the day on which an 
agreement was signed between the 
warring countries and ended the First 
World War. The Act of Remembrance is 
usually organised by the local branch 
of The Royal British Legion. Wreaths, 
generally of poppies, are laid by 
various organisations and individuals 
as symbols of remembrance and to 
honour those who paid the supreme 
sacrifice defending their country.

Hazlett Samuel Allinson

Hazlett Samuel Allison is one of the 
soldiers mentioned on the memorial 
in Portrush.  He was the eldest son 
of Colonel Hazlett Allison and Mary 
Allison of the Shola, Portrush. Allinson 
was born in Madras, India where his 
father was stationed with the military 
in January 1894. He entered Campbell 
College in Belfast in September 1904 
and was known as an excellent rugby 
player. He also had a strong interest in 
the military, being one of the original 
members of Campbell College Officer 
Training Corps from early 1909. 

Allinson was admitted to Jesus 
College, Cambridge and graduated 
with a B.A. with Honours degree. That 
same year, 4 days after war against 
Germany & Austria-Hungary was 
declared, he applied for a commission 
in the Special Reserve of Officers. 

By December 1916, aged 22yrs, he was 
the youngest Major in the British Army 
and served with the Royal Ulster Rifles. 
General Sir Douglas Haig mentioned 
him in his official despatches (records) 
for his gallant and distinguished 
service in the field. He was killed on 9th 
August 1917 but has no known grave. 

He is commemorated on the Menin 
Gate Memorial in Ypres, Belgium, in 
Holy Trinity Parish Church in Portrush  
and on the Portrush War Memorial. 

TOUR OF THE TOWN
Portrush is a small coastal town with a population of around 7500.  For those of us lucky enough to live here, we know that 
there are 2 beautiful beaches, lots of yummy cafes and restaurants, and 4 fantastic primary schools.  But what else is there in 
our wee town and how has it changed over the years?   Come on Young Explorers, let’s go have a tour of the town!
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Railway Station and  
Station Square

Portrush Station was opened on 
Tuesday 4 December 1855 by the 
Ballymena, Ballymoney, Coleraine & 
Portrush Junction Railway Company.  
The station had a single platform 
which was over 90m in length. The 
line was later amalgamated into the 
Belfast & Northern Counties Railway 
Company.

The railway line was originally intended 
to pass through Portstewart. This was 
blocked by the local landowners, the 
Cromie family, who believed the arrival 
of the railway would ruin the character 
of their quiet seaside town.

When the Portrush line was opened, 
the train to Ballymena ran three times 
a day and covered the distance in 
approximately 90 minutes.

As it got busier, in particular with 
holiday traffic, the original station was 
replaced in the spring of 1893 with an 
impressive mock Tudor style building 
designed by Berkeley Deane Wise. The 
improved station had three platforms, 
each 180m in length and an impressive 
café which was capable of serving 
up to 300 customers.  Adding to the 
architectural splendour was a 15 metre 
high clock tower with four faces, each 
1.5 metres in diameter.

The station built by Wise is now a shop.  
It retains many of the original external 
features, including the mock Tudor 
façade and clock tower.

Another memory of the 1893 station 
is the large grandfather clock made 
by Sharman D. Neill of Belfast which 
stands 5.5 metres tall.  Several years 
ago, it was discovered in a local 
salvage yard in need of urgent 
restoration.  It is now housed in the 
Causeway Coast & Glens Borough 
Council offices, Coleraine.

Portrush was an important trading 
port and Coleraine traders often used 
it to bring in new stock and supplies. 
At one stage, a canal was considered 
to transport cargo from the harbour 
before the railway became an option.

The land adjacent to the new 1892 
Railway Station on the sea side and 
connected to it by a fine set of steps 
from the railway station, was originally 
known as the Pleasure Grounds. It 
was a garden area owned by the 
railway company and was used as a 
relaxing area for strolling, picnicking, 
entertainments and religious meetings. 
There was no entrance charge.

Early photographs show a Victorian 
Bandstand and seating within the 
grounds. Throughout the summer 
season each year a variety of 
entertainments such as Minstrels, 
Pierrotts, evangelical meetings, 
amusement rides and band concerts 
would be held in the grounds. 

In June 1900 The Northern Constitution 
newspaper was carrying an advert 
for T. P. Keenan’s Renowned Bohemian 
Minstrels and Original Portrush Pierotts 
who were “Daily giving their well-known 
Entertainment …. Hundreds delighted. 
Public Verdict – Better than ever. Come 
see, Laugh and enjoy yourselves.” They 
were giving three performances each 
day at 11 a.m., 3 and 7 p.m. In 1902 it was 
the turn of the Royal Pavilion Pierotts.

In August 1902 Portrush celebrated the 
crowning of King Edward VII. The town 
was decorated for the occasion with 
flags, bunting and greenery. On the 
Saturday of the celebrations all the 
local school children gathered in the 
Pleasure Grounds to be presented with 
Coronation Medals.

In October 1908 an afternoon Athletic 
Sports event was being held for the 
crew of H.M. Ship Drake concluding in 
the evening, “weather permitting”, with 
a “Bicycle Parade in Fancy Costumes 
with Chinese Lanterns”.

In 1910 a new Pierott enclosure was 
erected in the Grounds to provide 
shelter from wind and rain during 
inclement weather. The local 
newspaper noted that “The Pinkins” 
had been booked for the season.

Local and provincial newspapers 
regularly reported or announced 
Sunday School Excursions from towns 
as far away as Cookstown and 
Londonderry with parties of 600 and 
700 children.

From time to time plans were made 
for more permanent facilities for 
entertainment but these were not 
followed through until 1909 with the 
construction of The Pavilion owned by 
the Portrush Wintergardens Company.

Later when Barry’s Amusements 
became a permanent fixture the 
Trufelli family would build a new 
home and the Children’s Peter Pan 
Railway on the remainder of the 
site overlooking the beach (now the 
location of Kiddieland Amusements). 

In the late 1940s the newly formed 
Ulster Transport Authority (UTA) built 
a modern bus station on part of the 
site next to Kerr Street. The bus station 
was large enough to accommodate 
the normal local bus services and the 
large number of coach tours offered by 
the UTA during the holiday season.

2



The Portrush Wintergardens

The Portrush Wintergardens Company 
Limited was formed in 1909 with forty 
three shareholders including several 
members of the Town Council and  
the Manager of the Northern  
Counties Hotel. 

Their proposal for a skating rink and 
“properly equipped variety amusement 
hall” was put to the railway company 
which agreed to rent part of their 
Pleasure Grounds to the company for 
this purpose.  Roller skating was the 
craze in Great Britain at that time and 
no doubt the company thought this 
would be a major attraction. 

The inventor of the roller skates, John 
Joseph Merlin, introduced his new 
sport in the 1760s by skating into a 
party with a violin. Unfortunately, 
he hadn’t practiced much, included 
brakes or a way to turn, and went 
straight into a £500 mirror; smashing it 
to bits! 

Tenders for the construction work were 
sought and one from D. Anderson & 
Sons of Belfast for £3,539 was reported 
on 1st May as having been successful. 
The building was of wood and had to 
be completed by 7th July that year. 
It was to be of considerable size, 
estimated at some 200 by 60 feet. The 
builder was obviously well organised 
and conscientious as the building 
opened a week earlier than planned, 
on Thursday 1st July. 

The Pavilion, as the building became 
known, was lit by electricity from the 
company’s own generator and this 
in itself would have been a great 
novelty as few homes would have 
had electric lighting at this time. Roller 
Skating proved to be popular with both 
locals and visitors with roller skates 
available for hire at a cost of 1 shilling 
(5p today). Ladies could also purchase 
fashionable garments suitable for 
skating from a kiosk on the premises 
or from Hill Bros., a drapery firm with 
shops in both Portrush & Coleraine.

The skating rink was usually open for 
“the season”, probably from Easter 
until the end of September each 
year with morning, afternoon and 
evening skating sessions. During 
the first winter the Company were 
permitted to enclose an area at the 
front of the Pavilion, which included 
the bandstand, with a high fence. 
Throughout it’s short life the Pavilion 
hosted many forms of entertainment: a 
shooting gallery, band concerts, fancy 
dress competitions (on roller skates), 
American Box Ball, hockey matches (on 
skates), ballroom & Scottish dancing, 
concert & Pierrot parties and even the 
showing of silent films, advertised as 
“Electric Pictures”. 

During 1912 half the skating rink was 
railed off to provide a dance floor 
and in 1913 dancing had completely 
replaced roller skating. 

For the 1913 season the Company 
had extensively altered the inside of 
the Pavilion which was now divided 
into three separate halls each with 
a capacity of approximately 1,000 
people. The Pavilion now boasted a 
cinema, a ballroom and a theatre with 
stage and all necessary fittings. 

Business improved markedly and 
during August there was even 
some difficulty in accommodating 
customers. On 6th July 1914 the cinema 
opened followed by the theatre and 
ballroom the following week.

However, the clouds of war over-
shadowed everything. On 5th August 
Britain entered the First World War; the 
last passenger ship to Ardrossan, SS 
Hazel, sailed the next day and there 
is no record thereafter of activities 
in the Pavilion other than a “special 
entertainment” on 4th September for 
the Prince of Wales’ War Fund.

The company was wound up in March 
and workmen began dismantling 
the building in April as the railway 
company required the site to be 
returned to its original state. By 
September it was reported that the 
no trace of the Pavilion remained and 
that the Pleasure Grounds had been 
retuned to their original purpose as a 
recreative space for excursion parties.

Extracted from “Fun is our Business” by 
Professor James Fairley.

Causeway Tram

The Giant’s Causeway, Portrush & 
Bush Valley Railway & Tramway Co. 
Ltd., which commenced operation in 
1883 with a service from Portrush to 
Bushmills, was the first hydro-electric 
powered tramway in the world and the 
longest electric tramway in the world 
at that time.

It was the brainchild of William 
Acheson Traill, a geologist and 
engineer whose family lived at 
Ballyclough House near Bushmills. 
William Trail and his brother Anthony, 
a fellow of Trinity College Dublin, put 
forward good arguments for their 
proposal which include, not only the 
tramway from Portrush to the Giant’s 
Causeway but also a series of narrow 
gauge railway lines which would, 
in time, provide a through service 
from the Port of Larne to the Giant’s 
Causeway. 

Above: William Acheson Traill

Above: Sir William Thompson
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Above: Dr Charles William Siemens – 
Later to become Lord Kelvin

Two notable shareholders were Sir 
William Thompson, a noted Belfast-
born mathematician and physicist, 
later to become Lord Kelvin, and Dr 
Charles William Siemens, a German 
engineer. Building began on the 
tramway section from Portrush 
to Bushmills in 1881 and electrical 
experiments were undertaken to find 
out the most suitable ways to carry the 
electric current to the tram cars and to 
develop the most efficient insulating 
materials to minimize current leakage 
along the line. 

Initially a two-rail system was tried with 
the current being sent out along one 
rail and returned through the other 
using the wheels as conductors but the 
current leakage was so excessive that 
this was abandoned. A third rail system 
was then tried with current being sent 
out along a third metal rail raised 
some 18 inches (450 mm) above and 
to one side of the tracks and returned 
through both rails of the track and was 
found to be satisfactory.

Above: Tramway Station at Bushmills 
showing the third-rail system mounted 
on wooden posts

Using a third-rail system for the 
electricity was not without risk as 
anyone touching both this rail and 

either of the track rails at the same 
time would receive an electric 
shock.  At the time this was probably 
viewed as a minor risk given the 
Victorians’ belief in the therapeutic 
power of electricity and Mr Traill 
himself demonstrated the low risk by, 
during the Board of Trade inspection 
in 1883, seating an exposed part of 
his anatomy on the third-rail whilst 
placing his feet of the tracks! 

Mr Traill assured the Inspector that 
he suffered no discomfort or pain, 
although he later admitted privately 
that “it had hurt like hell, but he wasn’t 
going to tell the Inspector that!”. 
Because of this risk the tramway 
company was not permitted to use the 
third-rail in either Portrush or Bushmills 
so two standard Wilkinson Steam 
Tramway Locomotives were purchased 
for operation within the towns. 

Above: Wilkinson Steam Tram 
Locomotive with rake of five trailers 
passing the depot in Portrush

The line was approved by the Board of 
Trade early in January 1883 and service 
commenced on the 29th of that month. 

Above: Walkmills Hydro-Electric Power 
station on River Bush showing the 
two turbines and their shafts leading 
up into the power house where they 
connected to and turned the dynamo 
to produce electricity

The official opening was set for 
September 1883 and the Company 
issued invitations to all the crowned 
heads of Europe, including Queen 
Victoria and Kaiser Wilhelm, 
the Emperor of Germany but no 
acceptances were received other 
than from the Lord Lieutenant, Queen 
Victoria’s representative in Ireland. 

On 28th September 1883 the Lord 
Lieutenant and other invited guests 
were present for the Grand Opening 
during which the Lord Lieutenant drove 
one of the electric cars for a short 
distance, assisted no doubt by Mr Traill, 
and made a short speech declaring 
the tramway open. During a visit by the 
guests to the Walkmills Power Station 
Sir William Thompson entertained 
some of them by shaking hands 
with them whilst he held one of the 
electrical terminals of the dynamo thus 
giving them an electric shock which, 
as mentioned earlier, they would have 
thought to be highly therapeutic!

The tramway then settled down to 
a lengthy period of steady business 
providing transport for many 
thousands of visitors from Portrush to 
Bushmills (and thence to the Giant’s 
Causeway by horse drawn sidecar or 
coach).

Above: Crossing the River Bush on the 
Victoria Jubilee bridge

The River Bush was crossed by 
a fine steel lattice girder bridge 
manufactured by Clutha Iron Works 
in Glasgow and carried on masonry 
piers across a span of 70 feet (21.3 
metres) some 25 feet (7.6 metres) above 
the river. As the bridge came into use 
in 1877, the year of Queen Victoria’s 
Golden Jubilee, Mr Traill named it “The 
Victoria Jubilee Bridge”. 

The line terminated near the entrance 
to the Giant’s Causeway at a most 
unusual station building which served 
as Ticket Office and Waiting Room. This 
was a corrugated iron clad building 
with a very steep roof curving up to 
a sharp point when viewed on the 
gable which had been purchased 
in Switzerland and brought to North 
Antrim for a total cost of some £400.00. 
This extension of the line was brought 
into service on 1st July 1887.
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Above: Electric Tram Car and trailer 
at Giant’s Causeway terminus. Ornate 
terminus building behind tram.

Throughout two world wars the 
Tramway provided an essential service 
for both locals and service personnel 
based in and around Portrush. Several 
Army camps were established around 
the Causeway area and troops were 
transported to and fro on the trams. As 
petrol was in short supply and heavily 
rationed the tramway permitted the 
movement of large numbers of people 
and luggage without the use of this 
precious fuel.

Above: Portrush Station Square with 
Trams, motor cars and omnibuses

Following the Second World War the 
tramway was in a poor state of repair 
and only herculean efforts by the staff 
kept it operational. On 30th September 
1949 the Tramway service was 
suspended and in 1950 the Tramway 
Company, supported by the local 
authority and many other business 
people, approached the government 
for financial support: £14,600 was 
required to put the tramway into a 
good workable state of repair. On 22nd 
September that year the Government 
informed the Company that they were 
not prepared to offer any assistance. 
Buildings, track, rolling stock, land, in 
fact, every asset of the Company was 
put to auction during 1951 and £15.500 
was realised so that creditors could 
be paid. A final creditors meeting was 
called on 2nd September 1958 but no 
creditors turned up: the company had 
paid all its debts.

If you happen to pass that way just 
remember that nearly 130 years 
ago a far-sighted engineer and his 
enthusiastic friends did recognise that 
potential power and developed it into 
a practical and economic electric 
supply to operate the world’s first 
hydro-electric tramway; and forever 
give this little corner of Ireland a place 
in social and scientific history.

Food and Drink

As Northern Ireland’s premier holiday 
resort and a dormitory town for the 
nearby Ulster University campus at 
Coleraine, it is not surprising that 
Portrush has a wide range of excellent 
cafes and restaurants catering to all 
tastes and budgets.

The largest dining venue in Portrush is 
undoubtably the Ramore Restaurants 
complex of restaurants situated 
above the harbour. There is a different 
restaurant on each of its four floors 
and with two additional restaurants 
in “Neptune and Prawn” across the 
harbour on Kerr Street.  This was 
previously the Imperial Bar and before 
that the Neptune Hotel.  The Harbour 
Bistro is the sixth and it is beside the 
Harbour Bar.  Each restaurant has a 
different theme. 

All six are very popular with locals and 
those from further afield, becoming 
a major attraction of the North Coast 
due to the affordability and range 
of their highly renowned dishes and 
drinks. 

The restaurant themes vary greatly. 
Basalt on the top floor of the main 
building has a Spanish theme with 
open dining, with the Tourist on the 
ground floor of the restaurant having 
a Mexican theme. Neptune and Prawn 
specialise with Asian cuisine options 
while the Harbour Bistro is wood-
grilled, and the Mermaid offers local 
seafood specialties. The Wine Bar 
offers popular dishes and is popular 
for their pizzas and desserts.  

The Adelphi Restaurant is part of 
the four-star Adelphi Hotel, and their 
restaurant is an award-winning 
experience filled with local ingredients 
and favourites. They cater to many 
different dietary requirements and 
have a full separate menu for  
Coeliac options and their chefs  
design their meals around local  
tastes and flavours.  

The Portrush Atlantic Hotel also has 
a restaurant available to the public, 
including their award-winning ‘Burger 
Factory’, announcing in 2019 that their 
head chef, Nigel Steele, had won the 
Unilever Food Solutions Country Range 
Group, Best Burger competition with 
CRG & Hellmann’s. The only Irishman to 
make it to the finals, his creations are 
a must-try!  
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55 Degrees North, named for Portrush’s 
Global positioning in terms of latitude  
includes a café, restaurant and bar 
offering a range of foods. Owned 
and run locally since 2005 it includes 
a fantastic view over The Arcadia 
and “Ladies Bathing Place” as well as 
the Skerries and is a popular tourist 
attraction for that reason alone. 

The large Craigvara House nearby, 
one of the earlier houses in Portrush, is 
now a guesthouse and is listed as a B2 
Historic Building.

Ocho Tapas Bistro features popular 
Spanish cuisine and tapas. It is an 
atmospheric restaurant with small 
dishes shared among a table in 
popular Spanish fashion. Spanish 
Omelette, Patatas Bravas and Squid 
are among the many options on offer. 

The typical seaside-meal of ‘Fish-n-
Chips’ has a long history in Portrush. 
Rudi’s was a popular chip shop in the 
1980s and 1990s, situated where ‘Mr 
Chips’ diner and takeaway now stands. 

Chequers in Dunluce Avenue and at 
the Hillcrest complex on Coleraine 
Road also follow in the “Fish ‘n chips” 
tradition but have an extensive menu 
of other “fast foods”. 

The Italian Forte family came to 
Portrush in the early part of the 20th 
Century and soon made it their 
home, with their restaurant in the 
Catherwood Arcade and Café and 
takeaway beside the Majestic Cinema 
(now Kiwis Brew Bar & The Playhouse) 
with the generous portions of fried 
foods soon becoming iconic in a 
seaside trip to Portrush.

The Forte family also operated the 
Teas and Ices café between the 
West Strand and harbour which is 
now Babushka. It was a popular café 
converted from an older café building, 
with ice-cream and drinks and was 
memorably destroyed twice in two 
storms within 20 years. The second 
storm was in 1986 and completely tore 
most of the building into the sea. Now, 
it is a quaint and high-quality coffee 
shop with relaxing coastal views and a 
local reputation for excellent coffee.

Indian Ocean is an Indian takeaway 
on Dunluce Avenue in Portrush, offering 
a wide range of Indian dishes and 
takeaways. Their donner kebabs and 
korma are their most popular dishes 
and they also offer many tasty dishes 
such as tikka masala, curries, pakoras, 
samosas and tandoori dishes.

Wing Hong on Eglinton Street is 
Chinese takeaway which offers sit-in 
and takeaway options. They have a 
large selection of traditional Chinese 
meals such as Chinese Omelettes, 
Chow Mein, Chop Suey and Duck, 
Chicken, Pork, King Prawn, Beef and 
Vegetable options from different 
regions and recipes in China with 
traditional sauces such as Pekinese, 
Szechuan and Kung Po. 

Bob & Bert’s is a locally owned café 
chain which began in Portstewart in 
2013 and quickly grew to expand to 
20 stores in Scotland and Northern 
Ireland in 2020. The family is based 
in Portrush and is dedicated to 
supporting local causes, helping with 
organisation and sponsoring the 
annual Bob & Bert’s North Coast 5k and 
10k runs which raise money for Sports 
Academy George, which uses sport, 
mentorship and education to help 
underprivileged areas in South Africa .
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Tom Tom’s Bakery on the corner of 
Causeway Street and Craig Vara 
Terrace is a small, family-owned 
bakery which sells both savoury and 
sweet fresh baked goods daily, with 
a fresh cup of coffee and friendly 
service. 

Sweet shops are a standard sight in 
every holiday town, and Portrush has 
many shops which sell confectionaries 
and sweets. Of note, “Portrush Toys 
& Souvenirs” on Eglinton Street and 
“Sweets & Treats” on Main Street, 
which sell modern sweets as well as 
traditional Sticks of Portrush Rock and 
other old favourites, such as boiled 
sweets and toffees. A Stick of Rock is 
a traditional British sweet associated 
with seaside holiday resorts, each one 
having an individual design, usually 
the name of the resort, which goes 
straight through the cylindrical sweet 
of sugar candy and hard aerated 
toffee centre. 

Ice-cream is another classic seaside 
treat, both in the past and today. 
Today, our sweet tooth is satisfied by 
Morelli’s in Portrush on Eglinton Street 
(who started off in ice-cream carts 
before establishing their first shop 
in Portstewart). Morelli’s first shop in 
Portrush was the Savoy Café on the 
corner of Eglinton Street and Dunluce 
Avenue and was so popular that the 
location became known locally as 
“Morelli’s Corner”.

As well as other small vendors and 
shops around the town. Residents 
will remember Forte’s ice-cream shop 
which was another shop owned by the 
Forte family and popular with everyone 
who visited. They offered a large range 
of flavours and sundaes such as the 
Knickerbocker Glory, Peach Melba and 
Banana Split for only 30p-40p each! 
You have to pay a bit more than that 
for a Knickerbocker Glory now! 

Morelli’s in Portrush and Portstewart 
were established by Italian Giuseppe 
Morelli, who came to Ireland around 
1907 and set up a small cafe in 
Ballymena. His brother Peter joined 
him in 1911 and helped in the Ballymena 
café before moving north to Coleraine 
where he set up a café in Stone Row.

In 1914 Peter and his wife Anne opened 
‘The Ice Palace’ in Portstewart. In 1925 
their nephew Angelo came from Italy 
and worked in the business. 1928 saw 
Angelo turn 21 and persuade Peter 
to sell him the “The Ice Palace” in 
Portstewart.

In 1931 Angelo returned to Italy and 
married Anastasia Cassoni. They 
returned to Portstewart and had three 
sons, Nino, Corrado & Guido - the older 
two being sent back to Italy in 1939 to 
learn Italian. 

At the start of World War 2 Angelo 
was interned on the Isle of Man. He 
returned home after the war but the 
family was unable to trace their sons 
in Italy.

By an amazing twist of fate, it turned 
out that Angelo’s sons had been 
placed in a missing persons camp 
in Aversa, near Naples where the 
commander of the camp was a Mr. 
William Irwin Cunningham - a former 
Town Clerk of Portstewart.

William recognised the boys names on 
the register, sent for them, told them 
not to worry and arranged for their 
safe return to Portstewart. After 6 long 
years, the family were reunited.

In the post war years, as the economy 
became stronger Peter Morelli retired 
and Angelo took control of the shop 
in Stone Row Coleraine as well as 
opening a new shop in Portrush called 
the ‘Shamrock Corner’. This shop was 
later renamed ‘The Savoy’ but was, 
perhaps, better known in Portrush as 
Morelli’s Corner. 

The three shops passed to their sons 
when Angelo and Anastasia retired. 
The Morelli’s ice-cream business is now 
based in Coleraine and sells ice-cream 
products to shops and cafes across 
Ireland and the United Kingdom. 

Harbour
The Harbour

The earliest depiction of a harbour at 
Portrush appears on the 1580 “Swift” 
map of Portrush Peninsula. This was 
a rocky inlet at the southern end of 
Ramore Head and sheltered from 
Northerly and North-easterly winds by 
the massive bulk of the headland. This 
inlet was later developed as a more 
accessible harbour and improved by 
the addition of wooden jetties and 
steps. It is today what we know as the 
Old Dock. 

Above: View over the Old Dock towards 
the new harbour
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It is within this harbour that we find 
the “Pilgrim Steps” used by emigrants 
to board small boats to take them out 
to larger ships and thence to North 
America. 

During the medieval period the 
harbour would have been used by 
many of the Spanish and French 
fishermen fishing local waters to 
provide essential protein rich food for 
the populations of these countries. It 
is also known that during this period 
a lot of trade was carried on between 
the North Coast of Ireland and many 
other continental European countries 
including several of the Baltic nations. 

By the eighteenth century Portrush 
had become an important port for 
importing and exporting cargo for 
merchants in the nearby town of 
Coleraine. Whilst Coleraine did have 
its own harbour this was to be reached 
by crossing a shifting sand bar at the 
mouth of the River Bann and then 
navigating that river up to the town. 
Neither was easy in good conditions 
and with a high tide but in bad 
weather and with low water the task 
became virtually impossible.

In 1826 a group of Coleraine merchants 
and Principal Landowners came 
together to finance and construct a 
new harbour at Portrush. The eminent 
engineer, John Rennie, who had 
previously been commissioned to 
identify a suitable site for “a safety 
harbour” on the North Coast had 
reported in 1803 that the only site that 
he could discover was within the West 
Bay at Portrush. Having obtained the 
necessary Act of Parliament and Royal 

Assent to the setting up of Portrush 
harbour Company 21 June 1827 work 
was started without delay. 

The basalt rock used to construct the 
two piers was blasted from Ramore 
Head completely removing Crannagh 
Hill and from the cliffs in the area 
behind Kerr Street. The original plan 
was quickly achieved well within 
budget and the engineer, now Sir John 
Rennie, persuaded the company to 
adopt a revised scheme which would 
result in the much larger harbour we 
see today. 

By 1829 ships were using the new 
harbour and in December Sir John 
noted that the north pier was now 402 
feet (122.5 metres) long and the south 
pier 230 feet (70.1 metres) long. By 1835 
the new harbour was complete. 

Over time the harbour would see many 
changes in its use. The area left by 
the removal of Crannagh Hill would 
become a coal yard, then home to 
an RAF Marine Craft Unit and finally 
the location of Waterworld, a council 
owned indoor water play park. The 
south pier would become home to 
bathing boxes, diving boards, steps 
and two tethered rafts. 

Local entrepreneurs would set up 
businesses hiring out rowing boats 
to holidaymakers or providing 
refreshments to those using the beach 
and harbour from the “Teas & Ices” 
shop on the south pier (now rebuilt 
and operated as Babushka). Cargoes 
of many sorts would be imported and 
exported, principal among the exports 
being crushed basalt stone from 
Craigahulliar Quarry. 

Passenger carrying boats from 
Scotland and England would transport 
thousands of holidaymakers and 
day trippers to and from Portrush 
and a container shipping company,” 
Anglo-Irish Transport” would operate 
between Portrush and Preston, during 
the 1960s. A fleet of fishing boats, 
initially sail powered but later diesel 
engine powered, would operate from 
moorings in the harbour with their 
catches being eagerly awaited and 
landed on the north pier. 

The harbour would host swimming 
competitions and become the home of 
Portrush Yacht Club and the RNLI. With 
the arrival of the railway in 1855 tracks 
would be laid to the harbour and these 
would be used for many years by the 
railway company and the Portrush, 
Bushmills and Giant’s Causeway 
Tramway Company to transport goods 
and raw materials. Today it is a much 
quieter place with little commercial 
or passenger traffic apart from the 
occasional cruise ship anchoring in the 
West Bay and landing its passengers 
by tender. A small number of boats 
offering sea-angling trips, undertaking 
a little commercial fishing or running 
sightseeing trips around the coast. 
Moorings are much better organised 
and the harbour has become a marina 
for pleasure craft. 

The bathing boxes and all the diving 
and swimming equipment has gone as 
have all the remnants of the harbour’s 
commercial past.
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Portrush Castle

The high point of Ramore Head was 
once the site of a Castle. The name 
Ramore, which comes from ‘Rathmore’ 
and means Great Fort, supports this 
claim. Archaeologists believe that the 
castle stood on Crannagh Hill, the 
highest point of Ramore Headland 
overlooking the harbour, but was 
probably a fortified house with a 
defended wall rather than the popular 
image of a castle with crenelated 
walls and conical roofs on cylindrical 
towers. The Swift Map of 1580 supports 
this belief as it shows a wall with an 
entrance across a narrow neck of land 
at the harbour end of the headland.

It is believed that the castle was 
built by the O’Corr family in the early 
Medieval era and was known as 
‘Castle an Teenie’- which means the 
Castle of Fire.  Popular myths suggest 
that a light would burn at its windows 
to lure ships unto the treacherous 
shore, allowing pillagers to steal the 
goods from the wreckage. 

An early reference tells us that the 
castle was captured in 1585 by the Lord 
Deputy of Queen Elizabeth I, Sir John 
Perrot, during his conquest of Ireland. 
All traces of the castle disappeared 
as local people used its stone for 
building during the late 18th and early 
19th Centuries: the castle having 
been destroyed by general Munroe’s 
forces in 1642 during the Irish rebellion.  
Crannagh Hill was quarried away to 
provide stone for the harbour in the 
1820s, so any remains or evidence of 
the castle and its location were totally 
destroyed. 

RNLI

What is the RNLI?

The National Institution for the 
Preservation of Life from Shipwreck 
was born in 1824 largely through the 
efforts of Sir William Hillary, a resident 
of the Isle of Man. In 1854 this evolved 
into the Royal National Lifeboat 
Institution better known perhaps by its 
initials, the RNLI. 

Portrush Lifeboats

Zelinda (later renamed 
Laura):  

1860-1876  

Zelinda was 30 feet (9.14m) long with a 7 
foot (2.13m) beam.  It got its power from 
sails on two collapsible masts or from 
six Portrush fishermen at her oars. 

Transported from the Boathouse on 
Kerr Street she could be launched into 
the sea from either the West or East 
side of Portrush depending on the 
location of the vessel in distress and 
the weather conditions. 

Portrush thus became the 109th 
lifeboat station established by the 
RNLI.  

During her 16 years of service Zelinda/
Laura saved 21 lives. 

John Whitaker: 

 1876-1889

 A new lifeboat John Whitaker arrived 
in Portrush by train in October 1876.  

The boathouse had to be made longer 
and wider to fit this vessel. 

However, plans were under way to 
build a new boathouse on the eastern 
shore of the peninsula. 

In 13 years of service John Whitaker 
saved 32 lives in rescue missions to six 
vessels.

Robert and Agnes Blair:  

1889-1902 

In 1889, the new lifeboat, Robert & 
Agnes Blair, launched with 13 men 
on board. A schooner, Dryad, was in 
difficulties off the White Rocks during 
a gale. Unfortunately, the crew could 
not find Dryad due to the poor visibility, 
stormy seas and heavy rain, so they 
decided to return to Portrush. Heading 
for Blackrock Strand, with the intention 
of beaching the Lifeboat, the vessel 
capsized in the enormous waves 
throwing the crew into the water. 
Despite rescue attempts by men on 
the beach, only 10 men emerged from 
the sea alive. The Dryad meanwhile 
had managed to avoid the rocks 
thanks to the skill of her Captain and 
was able to proceed to Larne. 

Robert & Agnes Blair was recovered 
and went on to serve for another 13 
years during which 12 lives were saved.
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Hopwood: 

1902-1924  

In 1892 a slipway was constructed on 
the eastern shore of Portrush near 
Port-an-Dhu harbour to make it easier 
and safer to launch the lifeboat. This 
slipway became the basis for a new 
Lifeboat house at Lansdowne which 
opened in 1902. Coincidently a new 
lifeboat Hopwood which also needed 
men at the oars or the wind in its sails 
to move through the sea. 

With the arrival of the next lifeboat this 
would change.

T.B.B.H.: 

1924-1949 

A new motor-powered lifeboat T.B.B.H. 
arrived on the evening of 16 July 1924.

 It was a 45-foot Watson type lifeboat 
and was a gift from four people to 
the R.N.L.I. – Mrs Margaret Phoebe 
Thornton, Mr Thomas Bartlett, Miss 
Isabella Louisa Broustred and Miss 
Arabella Hooper. 

The initial letters of their surnames 
were incorporated into the name of 
the lifeboat. 

The new boat received a huge 
welcome to its new home in Portrush, 
with the pier and Ramore Head 
packed with people.  Rockets were 
fired and a bonfire lit on the headland. 

T.B.B.H. served throughout the second 
World War and saved 10 lives in that 
time.  

Lady Scott: 

1949-1981 

T.B.B.H. was retired from service in 
1949 her last duty being to lead her 
replacement Lady Scott into Portrush 
Harbour on the evening of Monday 
18th July 1949. Another Watson type 
lifeboat Lady Scott was the gift of the 
Civil Service Lifeboat Fund. 

In October 1960 Lady Scott took part 
in one of the most daring rescues 
undertaken by a Portrush Lifeboat 
when she saved the lives of fourteen 
crew from the cargo vessel Argo Delos 
which was stuck on rocks at Torr Beg, a 
rocky islet five miles off Malin Head in 
Donegal.

Working along with a Royal Naval 
Frigate, HMS Leopard, and a Royal 
Naval Air Service helicopter from RNAS 
Eglinton, the coxswain of the lifeboat, 
Sam Cunningham and his crew 
rescued a total of twenty nine crew. No 
lives were lost.

For this service Sam Cunningham 
received the RNLI Silver Medal and 
Robert McMullan, Second Coxswain, 
received the RNLI Bronze medal and 
the remainder of the crew received the 
Institution’s Thanks on Vellum.

Lady Scott served for almost 32 years 
at Portrush during which time she was 
extensively re-fitted and modernised 
and saved many lives.

Richard Evans:  

1981-2000

1981 saw the arrival of a lifeboat with a 
top speed almost double that of Lady 
Scott – 16 knots – and a much greater 
range. The Arun Class “Richard Evans”, 
named after the RNLI’s greatest living 
hero, was a completely different craft 
from any that had served at Portrush. 
She was a Fast Afloat Boat featuring a 
flying bridge for excellent vantage for 
the Coxswain, cutaway sides to assist 
recovery of survivors from the water, 
powerful diesel engines and a host of 
modern electronic navigation, radar, 
communications, echo sounding and 
direction finding equipment.

A major change was that this new 
lifeboat did not require a boathouse 
and so remained on view at her 
moorings in the harbour. Richard Evans 
was to be a busy lifeboat during its 
years of service.

In February 1989 Richard Evans 
launched to assist a grounded trawler, 
Osako, near Malin Head and Lough 
Swilly. This was to be no ordinary 
launch: Hurricane force winds had 
struck the North Coast and Richard 
Evans left the harbour into 30-foot 
waves and 113 miles-per-hour winds. 
Listen to the full story of this service as 
told by one of the crew that day, Mark 
Mitchell.

During its 19 years at Portrush Richard 
Evans saved 70 lives.  

As the boathouse was no longer 
required it was converted to provide 
crew facilities, toilets and a souvenir 
sales shop. A later conversion provided 
accommodation for an inshore 
lifeboat.
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Katie Hannan: 

2000-2008  

Richard Evans was replaced in 2000 by 
a new Severn Class lifeboat, the first to 
be stationed in Northern Ireland. It was 
named Katie Hannan, in honour of the 
lady who gave £1.1 million towards its 
construction.   This vessel had a range 
of 250 nautical miles, a top speed of 25 
knots (almost 29 miles-per-hour) and 
with a displacement of 38.5 tonnes this 
new boat, designed and constructed 
by the RNLI, was the cutting edge of 
lifeboat technology. Within two weeks 
of going officially “on station” Katie 
Hannan was in action rescuing a yacht 
in difficulties in heavy seas just south 
of Islay, the first of many services.

In 2004 Coleraine Borough Council 
granted the Freedom of the Borough, 
the highest honour that a civic 
authority can bestow, to the Royal 
National Lifeboat Institution. Portrush 
Station was at the time the busiest in 
Northern Ireland.

On the night of Tuesday 29th January 
2008, whilst involved in a hazardous 
operation to save a fishing boat with 
three men on board just outside the 
harbour on Rathlin Island, an unusually 
large wave lifted the 40 tonne lifeboat 
on to the rocks where it became firmly 
wedged. It could not be refloated and 
a replacement lifeboat from the RNLI 
reserve fleet was brought to Portrush 
to take over while arrangements were 
made to the valuable equipment from 
the stranded lifeboat. 

William Gordon Burr: 

2008-current   

A permanent replacement for the Katie 
Hannan was provided by another 
Severn Class lifeboat the William 
Gordon Burr which is the lifeboat 
currently on station.

The William Gordon Burr is identified 
as ‘17-30’.

The main lifeboat is supported by 
a smaller inshore D Class lifeboat 
with a crew of three which deals 
with emergencies closer to the 
shore. The bright orange colour of 
the boats means that it is easily 
seen and identified, as orange is the 
complimentary colour of blue (the sky 
and sea).

Extracted from From Laura to Katie by 
Hugh McGrattan: publisher Portrush 
Lifeboat Raft Race Committee 2008 
with the kind permission of the author.

The Portrush lifeboat has, since it first 
arrived, been an important part of 
the life of the town and its people. A 
fishing town and popular as a coastal 
resort; there is no shortage of calls 
to respond to for the crew of local 
volunteers. There is a lot of support for 
fundraising which is managed locally 
by a dedicated team of volunteers.

RNLI Lifeguards

The RNLI now also provides Lifeguards 
during holiday seasons for the two 
beaches at Portrush. Daily during the 
summer and at intervals during other 
holidays, bank holidays and weekends 
throughout the year, the Lifeguard 
team work to ensure all the swimmers, 
surfers and holidaymakers can safely 
enjoy the waters.

To be a RNLI lifeguard is an important 
responsibility, so applicants must 
qualify through training and testing. 
Lifeguards must be able to swim 200m 
in 3 ½ minutes, 400m in 7 ½ minutes, a 
25m underwater with a 25m surface 
swim in under 50 seconds and a 200m 
beach run in under 40 seconds.

Antrim Gardens

Antrim Gardens - Brick Pillar

The central walkway through the 
gardens leads to a magnificent piece 
of public art designed by local artist 
Eleanor Wheeler. 

The impressive sculpture made from 
carved brick and glazed ceramic 
depicts aspects of Portrush history and 
the findings from the archaeological 
excavation which took place in Antrim 
Gardens.  The piece is reminiscent 
of the round towers associated with 
monastic settlements.

Carved imagery spiralling around 
the piece includes references to 
people who came to the North Coast, 
including the Vikings, Anglo Normans 
and the Spanish Armada. 

To complement the sculpture Portrush 
Heritage Group in conjunction with 
Causeway Coast and Glens Borough 
Council commissioned interpretative 
panels with additional public 
information on the local history and 
maritime heritage of the area. 
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The surround of an ancient well at the 
site includes bronze plaques of key 
aspects of the Natural Heritage of 
Portrush.

Antrim Gardens – 
Archaeological Evidence

Important evidence of the origins of 
Portrush is provided by a taxation 
record from 1306 which reports a large 
church at a place called “Portrossce”.  
The church was possibly on the site 
of what is now the hotel.  This idea 
is backed by finds made during the 
construction of houses during the 
nineteenth century, including large 
masonry and bones from a possible 
graveyard.

Others suspect it is elsewhere, possibly 
extending beneath what is now Bath 
Terrace and Bath Road.  Dr. Reeves, in 
his “Ecclesiastical Histories of Down, 
Connor and Dromore” mentions that 
he personally witnessed “numerous 
human bones” being discovered in 
October 1845 when foundations were 
being dug for some new houses at that 
site.

In search of an answer, in 2005, 
archaeologists excavated a trench 
across the Antrim Gardens and made 
a number of intriguing discoveries.  A 
series of ovens were found, implying 
that this site was part of a large 
kitchen serving a major building.  A 
previously unknown fresh water well 
revealed the most likely reason why the 
early inhabitants chose the location.  
Thousands of sherds of pottery were 
also collected, helping to date the 
busiest period of habitation on the site 
to between the thirteenth and fifteenth 
centuries.  This also provided strong 
support for the idea that this may have 
been a busy ecclesiastical community 
during that period. A single piece 
of Roman pottery was discovered 
amongst the Medieval pottery, leading 
archaeologists to believe it had been 
brought to Portrush by a traveller or 
pilgrim who had returned from visiting 
an ancient site in England or abroad.

Further finds gave an insight into 
the inhabitants of Portrush during 
other periods of history. Mesolithic 
flints showed that people had lived 
here 9,000-8,000 years ago.  From 
more recent times, bones from 
cattle, poultry, sheep and horse, 
demonstrated a post Medieval 
farming community living in Portrush.  
Isolated bone finds also suggested 
they were a people who may have 
occasionally enjoyed eating deer and 
hare.  As expected, fishing was an 
important source of food and the site 
contained an abundance of metal 
hooks and some stone net weights.

Excavations nearby (including 
opportunities before construction 
began on ground at Bath Terrace 
and the hotel) have failed to provide 
more archaeological material.  At 
present, archaeologists think the 
Antrim Gardens is their best chance 
of finding clues to lead them to the 
old church and they hope to return 
here someday soon to continue their 
exciting exploration.

Portrush Atlantic Hotel 
(Northern Counties site)

On 1 May 1838, William McNaul opened 
the Antrim Arms Hotel on this site, 
promising his guests that it was “the 
most agreeable establishment of the 
kind, combined with comfort, elegance 
and utility, no expense has been 
spared”.

It had luxuries such as hot, cold and 
shower baths and water closets (or 
toilets).  McNaul proclaimed that his 
larder was “well supplied with the 
best provisions and his wines and 
other liquors [were] selected with the 
greatest care”.  It was clear that the 
Antrim Arms Hotel wanted to attract 
only the finest guests and this was 
emphasised later that summer when 
it hosted a grand ball and supper, 
attended by the Mayor of Coleraine as 
guest of honour.

By 1870, the Antrim Arms Hotel had 
been bought by John Brown.  It could 
now accommodate 100 guests and 
had a pleasure garden facing the 
front entrance, known as the Antrim 
Gardens, with a band stand for 
concerts.  It also had two vegetable 
gardens to supply the kitchens. In 
addition, the nearby bath house was 
operated by the hotel, with 16 baths 
and a steam engine to pump the 
saltwater from the sea.

After Brown died in 1872, Thomas Linden 
acquired the lucrative hotel business.  
Linden built a new coffee room, fit 
for 200 people, and remodelled the 
interior.  However, his investment led 
to financial difficulties and in 1883, 
faced with bankruptcy, he completed 
the sale of the hotel to the Belfast & 
Northern Counties Railway Company 
to clear his debts.  The name was duly 
changed to the Northern Counties 
Hotel.

The new owners invested heavily 
in their hotel.  The Portrush tourist 
industry was expanding quickly and 
they were often forced to turn guests 
away when the hotel reached full 
capacity. As a result, in 1892, 13 more 
rooms were added, along with another 
public lounge and billiard room.  A 
further enlargement in 1908 provided 
“furnishings like a palace”.

Over the next 50 years, the Northern 
Counties remained the hotel of 
distinction and choice for the middle 
and upper classes visiting from across 
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the world, even installing its own 
swimming pool.  For a brief period 
during World War II, the American 
Red Cross occupied the hotel as a 
hostel and, among those who arrived 
as evacuees, were boarders from 
Campbell College, Belfast.

Sadly, by the 1980s, the hotel was in 
decline.  It was no longer the prime 
hotel on the Causeway Coast and 
fewer and fewer holiday makers visited 
Portrush during the summer season.  In 
1990, the Northern Counties burned to 
the ground.

The current new hotel was built several 
years ago and matches the footprint 
of the original building. 

The White House

The White House was opened by a 
local man, Henry Hamilton, in 1891 
to sell fashionable ladieswear and 
menswear to the growing numbers of 
tourists entering Portrush. He had left 
Portrush for America in 1875 to make 
his fortunes, leaving his clothes at the 
edge of the River Bann to shamefully 
fake his own suicide to avoid debts. 

He became the director at a 
publishing company in California 
before returning to Portrush 15 years 
later a wealthy man and marrying 
a former sweetheart. On his return 
Henry Hamilton invited all his previous 
creditors to a meal and there was 
an envelope in front of each dinner 
plate, and when they all opened the 
envelopes, there was the money that 
was owing to them before Hamilton’s 
bankruptcy - it’s not clear whether 
interest was included or not!

The White House was named in honour 
of the owner’s American connections 
and became famous for supplying 
“Irish homespuns, hosiery and lace, 
Irish china and hand-embroidered Irish 
linen” across the world- even to British 
royalty (a trend beginning with Queen 
Victoria) and an Indian Rajah! 

Henry Hamilton established a world-
wide mail order business based on an 
annual catalogue despatched to all 
existing and prospective customers. 
Due to the success of this mail 
order business Portrush, despite its 
small winter population, required a 
substantial Post Office which explains 
the large, three-tiered former Post 
Office building in Causeway Street. This 
building now houses the Public Library 
and the offices of Portrush Community 
Enterprises. 

During World War 2 there wasn’t 
as much money for luxury goods, 
but the White House was still a 
popular destination, especially for 
the American GIs, who got a day off 
from duties at their base in Derry/ 
Londonderry and those stationed in 
and around Portrush who would often 
come into the White House and buy 
footballs to send back home . 

The White House continued after 
the war and was very popular with 
residents and visitors. The mail order 
business had ceased by this time but it 
was still one of the largest department 
stores in the north of Ireland. With 
the retirement of Mr Eric Hamilton the 
White House was sold to Moore’s of 
Coleraine and is now part of the Ulster 
Stores group of companies.

Arcadia
Arcadia Past and Present

The Arcadia Café & Ballroom

The Arcadia Café was built in around 
1912 by local business partners John 
Campbell and Robert A. Chalmers who 
owned a grocers shop on Main Street.  
The site had previously been called the 
Rock Shop and the original premises 
were a “garden roof café…overlooking 
the ladies’ bathing place” which 
could accommodate 200 people.  
The location added to the popularity 
of the venue and customers were 
entertained by Madame Levantes’ 
Ladies’ Orchestra as they enjoyed the 
spectacular sea view.

In later years, another storey was 
added and further expansion 
included a large ballroom in 1953.  The 
newspapers painted a vivid picture:

“The New Arcadia Ballroom in Portrush 
must be one of the more romantic 
places for dancing in these islands, 
for it stands on a narrow promontory 
jutting out into the Atlantic, and as 
the dancers sweep and turn to the 
music of Dave Glover and his orchestra 
they also hear the waves breaking 
on the rocks outside, or perhaps they 
lean over the balustrade, as in a ship, 
and watch the lights of the town 
shimmering in the almost surrounding 
sea.”
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The ballroom hosted regular dances 
with international orchestras, such 
as Joe Loss, and all the most popular 
showbands of the 1950-60s.

In 1957, the proprietor F.G. Blundell failed 
in his attempt to have “Singing on 
Sunday” at the Arcadia.  His request 
to have sacred services was blocked 
by two clergymen who objected to 
the “commercialisation of Sundays”.  
The more recent musical history of 
the Arcadia includes a visit by The 
Stranglers – on this occasion, they 
were supported by the Undertones, a 
week before the release of their epic 
hit single “Teenage kicks”.

The Arcadia was eventually forced to 
close in the 1990s and the ballroom has 
since been demolished.  It re-opened 
in 2000 as a café and art gallery.

Portrush Post Office

When it was opened in 1908, Portrush 
Post Office was described as “the most 
complete office of its kind in Ireland”.  
At that time, approximately 1,800 
people lived in Portrush, a figure which 
became a transient population of 
6,000 during the holiday season. Even 
so, the reason for such a large scale 
postal facility was not the letter writing 
habits of the local population, or the 
sacks full of holiday post cards which 
were mailed to families and friends 
across the globe; there was only one 
reason that Portrush needed the best 
post office in Ireland - the White House.

Every December since 1899, Henry 
Hamilton’s popular store had 
published 20,000 copies of a colourful 
catalogue called the “White House 
Budget”.  As the Christmas season 
began in 1906, the latest list of “Irish 
homespuns, hosiery and lace, Irish 
china and hand-embroidered Irish 
linen” was dispatched, for free, to 
thousands of eager customers.  The 
London Daily News reported that it 
was:

“…a guide which should help clear the 
way for many for whom the Christmas 
present question is one fraught with 
difficulty…”

The appeal was world-wide. The Daily 
Mail told its readers that:

“..real Irish handmade lace, so ultra-
fashionable…is a favourite with 
Parisians and great quantities of it are 
sold to them by the White House…”

The demand for catalogues was bad 
enough but the pressure of sending 
the thousands of resulting packages 
was putting immense strain on the 
staff at the small, coastal Post Office.

Within a year, a resolution to the 
problem had been agreed and a 
tender was issued to build a new post 
office.  The staff gallantly struggled 
through Christmas 1907, although this 
time it was in the confident knowledge 
that this would be the last in their 
cramped workspace.

In May 1908, the brand new premises 
were opened in Causeway Street.  
The building had cost £4,910 and 
was three storeys tall.  It had space 
for two counters, a telegram room, 
a sorting office, mail bag store, 
telephone exchange and was only 
a short distance from the railway 
station for collections and deliveries.  
The postmistress occupied the upper 
apartments, with large hall, drawing 
room, dining room, scullery, pantry, four 
bedrooms, bathroom and the comfort 
of hot and cold water throughout.

The White House quickly took 
advantage of the large and efficient 
Post Office now on their doorstep. That 
Christmas, to generate even more 
business, they waived the postal costs 
to their customers and all purchases 
were delivered at no charge – as a 
result, the mail orders rocketed.

It is now over a century since Portrush 
acquired the largest and most modern 
provincial Post Office in Ireland.  The 
White House is still a hugely successful 
local business but the mail order 
market has become less and less 
profitable.  The Post Office was closed 
in the 1980s and, ironically, the property 
was later bought by the Moore family, 
owners of the White House at that time.  
In 1998, it was taken over by Portrush 
Community Development Group 
who completed a full restoration of 
the building and the premises were 
re-opened to the public in 2001 as a 
library, with the upper floors converted 
into holiday apartments.

Portrush Methodist Church

The first church on this site was a 
simple building which also served as 
a Sunday School. Doctor Adam Clarke, 
the Church Minister, raised the money 
for and started the building of the 
church which opened in 1831. He was 
a talented speaker and caught the 
attention of John Wesley - the founder 
of Methodism along with his brother, 
Charles - on a trip to Ireland. He rose 
through the ranks and held the most 
senior position in the Methodist church 
thrice. He was a gifted linguist and 
scholar, even working on translating 
the Rosetta Stone!

Above: First Methodist Church opened 
in 1831

The present church, the Adam Clarke 
Memorial Church, named in his honour 
opened on 29th September 1887. 
The Architect was Thomas Elliot of 
Enniskillen and the first stone was laid 
by the Duke of Abercorn. It is a small 
church, four bays long with chancel 
and porch, built in coursed basalt 
with sandstone trim in Neo-Norman 
style. The round headed windows are 
emphasised by a continuous string 
course and decorative buttresses 
in the interspaces. At the west end 
rises a slim tower with gables and a 
sandstone conical spire, ending in a 
finial. 
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Above: Adam Clarke Memorial Church 
opened in 1887

It is one of the few Methodist churches 
to have a bell, which was cast in 
1681 by Francis Fremy of Amsterdam 
and reached Portrush via Dr Clarke 
who received it from the Duke of 
Newcastle who was given it by the 
Earl of Durham, UK Ambassador to 
Russia who allegedly received it from 
Alexander I – the Czar of Russia.  This 
bell unfortunately was chipped which 
resulted in an unusual chime when 
rung on Sundays. The bell is no longer 
used and is displayed in the Church 
porch. The obelisk in the garden of 
the Church was erected on a raised 
grass-covered mound behind the 
church in 1859 to mark the centenary of 
Dr. Clarke’s birth and was moved to its 
current place in 1916. 

Above: Adam Clarke memorial Obelisk 
on mound before being moved into the 
Church grounds

Saint Patrick’s Roman 
Catholic Church

In the latter part of the 18th Century, 
there was only a very small Catholic 
congregation in Portrush. Around 
1800, when there were only about 30 
homes in Portrush, the priest stopped 
performing mass, exclaiming, “There is 
only one Catholic in Portrush, and she 
is married to a Protestant!”

Above: Saint Patrick’s Roman Catholic 
Church (right), Parochial House (centre) 
and School (left)

As Portrush grew, so did the Roman 
Catholic population, and the church 
was built between 1845 and 1851 as an 
independent branch of the Coleraine 
Church. Constructed in local basalt, 
using stone quarried in Kerr Street 
Portrush, on a site granted by the Earl 
of Antrim this church now served the 
local area of Portrush as well as St. 
Mary’s in Bushmills . The Church is in 
the Gothic style with the local basalt 
stone being relieved by sandstone 
trim. Originally consisting of a nave 
and chancel transepts were added in 
1936/7 to increase the seating capacity, 
helping to accommodate the summer 
tourists.

The Parish School building was built 
in 1855 and a parochial house in 1859, 
followed by a teacher’s residence, all 
in the same stone and style as the 
Church.

Portrush Baptist Church

Portrush Baptist Church was founded 
by the Baptist congregation of 
Portrush who have been present 
since the 19th Century. They met in the 
Evangelistic Hall on Causeway Street 
(now the site of apartments) and 
the Town Hall before buying a small 
Mission Hall on Causeway Street for 
£330 from a group called the Christian 
Volunteers, which had to be vacated 
due to frequent flooding in 1945. 
Between buildings, the congregation 
met in the Reading Room of the Town 
Hall and moved upstairs to the larger 
room during the summer months as 
numbers were swollen by holiday 
makers (a common occurrence for 
local churches). The congregation 
moved to their new modern building on 
Portstewart Road in 1967 as overflow of 
the Baptist Church in Coleraine, before 
deciding to become independent of 
the church in Coleraine in 1973 .

Glenmanus Reformed 
Presbyterian Church

Glenmanus Reformed Presbyterian 
Church was opened for worship in 1899 
as the ‘labour of love’ of Mr. Samuel 
Patton, who was a mill owner and 
farmer in Glenmanus who sold his 
goods in Portrush. After being denied 
land in the town centre by the Earl 
of Antrim, he decided to build the 
church on his own land. A curious 
church building with pretensions 
to architectural refinement. Round 
headed windows are decorated with 
pediments and a square tower in a 
vague classical style rises at the east 
end of the main building. Externally has 
a harled finish with smooth cement 
surrounds and left undecorated.

 It was a unique case in that the 
church was built before it had a 
congregation, and many feared it 
wouldn’t be able to attract anyone, as 
at the time the nearest housing was 
at the Railway Station in Portrush- not 
like the busy junction it is at today! 
It nevertheless survived and even 
thrived and is still actively involved in 
the Portrush Community today with 
outreach and a Holiday Bible Club as 
well as weekly services . 

Ballywillan Presbyterian 
Church

Ballywillan was one of the earliest 
congregations in the district, for 
Gabriel Cornwall of ‘Balliwoolen’ 
appears in a list of 14 ministers in 
1655 who received grants from the 
Commonwealth Government.

Mr Cornwall preached in the old parish 
church at Crossreagh crossroads until 
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1661 when he was ejected for refusing 
to be re-ordained by a bishop when 
the Monarchy was restored.

The Ordnance Survey Memoirs of 1835 
note that there was a tradition that 
there had once been a Presbyterian 
meeting house in Maddybenny.  This 
may have been a primitive meeting 
house or merely a barn or such 
building on Mr Cornwell’s own property 
which he used when conditions 
improved sufficiently for ministers to 
begin to preach to their people again. 
Later the congregation obtained a site 
at McIlvennon West on which to build 
a church, but the date is not known 
– their subsequent churches have all 
been built on this site.

The next we know is that a new church 
was built to replace the old one, 
which was thatched and had outside 
steps leading to the gallery.  The new 
church, built in 1828, cost £600 and 
the architect was Angus Cameron of 
Ballymoney.It was a bare whitewashed 
two story building measuring inside 54 
by 30 feet with 16 windows but it was so 
plain that it was said to look more like 
a barn than a church. 

In 1879 the elders considered repairing 
the church but when the office 
bearers canvassed the congregation 
it was found that about £800 could 
be raised and it was decided that 
so large a sum should not be spent 
on the old structure.  Mr Wells, the 
incumbent, went to England to raise 
additional funds and the old church 
was completely demolished.  The 
foundation stone of the new church 
(built on the old site) was laid by 
Mr William Young J.P. of Fenagy in 
August 1888. The new church (the 
present church) is built of black stone, 
faced with sandstone from Dungiven 
quarries, was opened on 14th July 
1889.  The Thompson memorial pulpit 
and the Huey memorial window were 
dedicated.  There are also two stained 
glass windows in the church in memory 
of the Law family of Maddybenny – 
the Rev James Law was minister of 
Richibucto in New Brunswick and the 
window in his memory was presented 
by his son Bonar Law, later Prime 
Minister of the United Kingdom. 

In 1900 an approach road to the 
church was made through a plantation 
from the Portrush road.  At the same 
time repairs were carried out to the 
church, the session room and the 
school.

In 1934 the church hall was built 
at a cost of over £1,700.  Mrs Wells 
performed the opening ceremony 
after being presented with a key by Mr 
William J. Holley, the contractor.

During the ministry of the Rev James 
Frazer the 1934 hall was extended and 
joined up with the church and a new 
entrance made to the main road .

Holy Trinity

This church was built in the Gothic-
Revival style and consecrated on 19 
July 1843. Over the next 50 years, the 
congregation had increased with 
the rapid growth of the town and 
the church underwent considerable 
enlargement. During the 1880s, the 
church was further enhanced with a 
clock in the church tower, followed by 
a chancel and a new organ. At that 
time, Holy Trinity was one of the largest 
churches in Ulster and could seat 1,000 
worshippers on a busy Sunday during 
the summer season.

The adjacent Parochial Hall is believed 
to have been originally built at the 
same time as the church as a dwelling 
for the church sexton. Later, it became 
a school for girls and, during the 1930s, 
it was a venue for a “working men’s 
club” for members of the congregation. 
The boys’ school was on the adjacent 
site now occupied by the red brick 
former bank building.

This church replaced an earlier one at 
Ballywillan about a mile south of the 
town. Ruins of the old church here date 
back to the 12th Century. It has no roof 
now but the walls are intact. It’s an 
important site from an archaeological 
point of view. It is not known who built 
this church, nor is there a definite date 
of its building but this place would 
certainly have been the main Parish 
church for Ballywillan. In the early 16th 
Century following the Reformation 
this church continued to be the parish 
church until the opening of the new 
church in town.

Metropole
Metropole Hotel 

The Metropole Hotel was an Art 
Deco style four storey building with 
clean lines, rectangular forms, and 
no decoration on the facades at the 
junction of the Eglinton Street and 
Portstewart Road. 

The main entrance to the hotel was 
from Eglinton Street and was protected 
from inclement weather by a fine 
glazed canopy extending out to the 
pavement. It was at the end of a row 
of large houses known as Salisbury 
Terrace. 

Like many large buildings in 
Portrush and around the province 
the Metropole Hotel had been 
requisitioned by the Government for 
use by the Ulster Savings branch of the 
Ministry of Finance. 

In December 2009 a fire destroyed the 
top floor of the building and it had to 
be closed. In March 2012 the remains of 
the building were demolished and the 
site cleared. Plans for redevelopment 
were made but to date nothing has 
been built on the site.

Police Station

Located on the Metropole corner, the 
impressive brick building belonging to 
the Police Service of Northern Ireland 
(PSNI) was taken over in the late 1960s 
by the Royal Ulster Constabulary 
(R.U.C.) to replace the existing Police 
Station on Eglinton Street opposite the 
Railway Station. The Ordnance Survey 
map of 1900 shows the Police Station 
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(Royal Irish Constabulary) on Eglinton 
Street. A map of Portrush from 1853 
shows the Police barracks on Mark 
Street  [or possibly on Main Street – it is 
not quite clear which].

The current building itself, constructed 
originally as a private house, 
bears witness to these and earlier 
turbulent times with the barbed wire 
loops topping the fences, which 
were a common sight during “The 
Troubles”, making it more difficult 
for terrorist criminals to get to a 
building. Thankfully, Portrush was not 
overly affected by the Troubles by 
comparison with other parts of the 
country, but there were some serious 
incidents including an evening in April 
1987 when two R.U.C. Officers were 
murdered on Main Street and in 1976 a 
series of incendiary bombs destroyed 
several buildings on Main Street. The 
Police Station is no longer open to the 
public but is used as out-offices from 
Coleraine Station and as a base for 
controlling policing for large events in 
the town.

Fire Station  

The Fire Station at the corner of 
Eglinton Street and Sandhill Drive, 
dating from the 1960s, is part of a 
network of fire stations belonging to 
the Northern Ireland Fire & Rescue 
Service. Previously the Fire Station 
was located on Dunluce Avenue and 
before that in Main Street, opposite the 
Presbyterian Church in c.1900 . 

Above: Main Street Portrush c1910. The 
Fire Brigade Station is on the right 
beside the telegraph pole

Fire engines have developed greatly 
from earlier times, and one of 
Portrush’s former fire engines, the 
iconic 1936 Denis “Ace” Fire Engine fitted 
with an escape ladder, is believed 
to be in a private collection. Early 
Portrush firefighters were volunteers, 
one of whom, Section Leader John 
Logan was awarded the King’s Police 
& Fire Service Medal for Distinguished 
Service in 1946, having served for 42 
years. Portrush Fire Brigade took part 
in fighting the fires caused by the 
Nazi bombing of Belfast – “The Belfast 
Blitz” - during World War 2. The current 
Fire Station also serves as the control 
centre for operations in the local area.

Firefighting began in Ancient Egypt, 
and there is evidence of the first 
known firefighters in Rome in the 
3rd Century CE. It was a band of 500 
firefighters under the command of 
Marcus Licinius Crassus, who would 
rush to the building at the first alarm. 
However, when they got there, the 
firefighters would stand and wait while 
Crassus negotiated a suitable price 
from the homeowner. If an agreement 
was reached, the firefighters would 
line up and pass water in buckets 
along the line to the fire. If the price 
was unsatisfactory, they simply let the 
building burn! 

In Britain, firefighting was never 
considered a necessity until the Great 
Fire of London in 1666. A number of Fire 
Fighting Companies were established, 
many of whom have evolved into 
major insurance companies, and the 
residents of the city subscribed to a 
certain brigade. Often, the buildings 
were left to burn until the right brigade 
arrived! This practise continued until 
the 1800s, when a more organised and 
quicker response was demanded . 

Thankfully, the Portrush Fire Brigade of 
full-time staff and retained firefighters 
are a lot more organised and helpful, 
being able to put out a number of 
large fires safely in Portrush. Some 
famous volunteer firefighters include 
George Washington and Benjamin 
Franklin in America, and Winston 
Churchill, who greatly admired 
firefighters for their efforts during the 
London Blitz in World War 2, calling 
them, “Angels with Grimy Faces”. 
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