
War Memorial
In 1922 a War Memorial was erected in 
front of the Town Hall with the names 
of the fallen inscribed on bronze 
plaques as a reminder to people of 
their sacrifice and as a focal point for 
services of remembrance.

Robert Thompson, a noted local 
historian, records in his excellent book, 
Portrush Heroes, the 78 men from the 
town who lost their lives during the 
First World War, also referred to as the 
Great War. Ten of those men died in 
one day, 1st July 1916, the first day of 
the Battle of the Somme. Given that the 
population of Portrush at that time was 
around 1,500, the contribution to the 
war effort was considerable.

Throughout the 1930’s German 
aggression increased under the Nazis 
and their leader, the dictator Adolf 
Hitler and the clouds of war once 
again appeared on the horizon. 

To a nation still recovering from the 
horror and losses of the Great War the 
outbreak of war on 3rd September 1939 
came as a great shock. This would be 
war of a different kind to the Great 
War. It was fast moving, with weapons 
far superior to those of that earlier war 
and one in which the aeroplane would 
play a much greater role. 

Once again Portrush men volunteered 
to serve in the navy, army and air force. 
This time many would serve far away 
from home in countries such as India, 
Burma, Egypt, Ceylon: places that 
locals had only heard of in school or 
seen on maps. 

The War Memorial records the names 
of 31 servicemen who died during 
the conflict but does not record the 
names of many Portrush civilians (non-
servicemen) who gave their lives. Many 
men and women moved to other towns 
and cities to undertake vital war work 
and, with the widespread bombing an 
unknown but probably considerable 
number were killed.

Sea- Mine

On 18th January 1915 a German sea-
mine was washed ashore among the 
rocks at Dhu Varren. It was made safe 
the following day by a naval bomb 
disposal expert and the empty casing 
was exhibited on the grass in front of 
the Town Hall. 

The mine on display opposite the Town 
Hall is from 40 years later and is a 
collection box for a seamen’s charity.

Portrush Pill Boxes
You may have walked the promenades 
around the West and East Bays many 
times and never noticed two World 
War 2 relics or seen them but not 
realised their significance to local 
defence. 

Immediately following Dunkirk in June 
1940, the British Government expected 
a German invasion and accordingly 
built fortifications in the places most 
likely to be affected.  The wide open 
beaches of the north coast of Northern 
Ireland made it attractive for invasion 
and for this reason it was protected 
by, amongst other things, structures 
known as pillboxes. 

They were mainly built by the Royal 
Engineers, to provide shelter for troops 

and artillery at key points in the line 
of defence. Their design was relatively 
simple with thick walls and one door 
- although there were many local 
variations in layout.  

Their main feature was the embrasures 
(peep holes) through which weapons 
could be pointed. The pillboxes 
themselves were often camouflaged 
in order to hide their location and 
some were partly sunk into the ground. 
By 1941 the building of pillboxes had 
slowed down and very few were built 
after that date.

Two partial pillboxes remain in Portrush 
- one on the West Strand Promenade 
near Babushka Cafe and the other on 
the East Strand Promenade in the wall 
of a private house, though there was 
also one at the far end of the West 
Strand near the Black Rocks.

The remaining West Strand pillbox was 
built in such a way that one embrasure 
looked towards the West Strand while 
the other faced the Harbour.  

On the East Strand a pillbox was set 
into the boundary wall of a private 
house although recent changes have 
altered the layout of the surrounding 
area.  When the East Strand 
Promenade was reinforced, its level 
was raised so that the embrasure of 

WAVES OF WAR
Portrush is not known for its involvement in the World Wars, but there are clues around the town….if you know what to look for!  
Living through war affects everyone.  Back then, there was rationing because food items were in short supply, black outs so 
that enemy planes/boats couldn’t see targets under cover of night as well as the constant worry and stress of an attack on 
your home or your loved ones.  
Can you imagine living like that?  
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the pillbox is now at approximately 
knee height rather than head height 
as before.

Thanks to Frances Wilson for this 
information.

British Legion 
Building
Portrush During War time

From the outbreak of war a military 
presence was evident in Portrush. The 
British Army 5th Division was based in 
Northern Ireland as a defence against 
German invasion. Part of the Middlesex 
Regiment was billeted in and around 
Portrush and used the surrounding 
area for Training Purposes. The North 
Irish Horse also trained in the town. 

Very much less evident was a group of 
WRENS (Women’s Royal Naval Service) 
who worked in a nondescript building 
on Ramore Head, a “Y” Station, just 
behind the Coastguard Lookout. 

The WRENS role was top secret 
as they were intercepting radio 
transmissions from German units and 
forwarding these to Bletchley Park, the 
Government Code Breaking Centre. 

They also operated Direction Finding 
(DF) equipment which, in conjunction 
with other similar stations could locate 
the source of the transmission. 

The role of the WRENS and their little 
building on Ramore Head remained a 
secret for several decades after the 
war as did the work of Bletchley Park. 

The Metropole Hotel was taken over 
by the government and became a 
home for injured servicemen whose 
blue uniforms soon became a common 
sight around the town. During war 
times, a great variety of military 
uniforms were to be seen on the 
streets. One advantage of wearing 
your uniform was that you got free 
entry to the Picture House (cinema) in 
the Skating Rink Pavilion.

People known as “Coastal Watchers” 
manned the lookout on Ramore Head, 
watching for U-boats and, when one 
was spotted, alerting the authorities by 
telephone and alerting nearby ships 
by raising a warning flag on the nearby 
flagstaff. The harbour became a 
temporary home to warships of various 
types, mainly armed fishing trawlers 
and, often the outlines of transatlantic 
shipping in convoy could be seen on 
the horizon.

Another constant reminder of the war 
was the blackout which was imposed 
on all towns. No lights were allowed to 
be shown during the hours of darkness 
and in coastal towns such as Portrush 
this would have been strictly enforced 
in view of the enemy activity at sea.

RAF Air Sea Rescue launches were 
also stationed at Portrush and 
provided a service for the many fighter, 
bomber and torpedo bomber aircraft 
stationed at airfields along the coast. 
Throughout the war the harbour was 
used by warships of many types 
and was home to Royal Navy Motor 
Launches and the RAF Air Sea Rescue 
Launches and Target Towing Pinnaces. 

The Port of Londonderry was a major 
convoy assembly and escort base and 
many smaller vessels such as corvettes 
and armed trawlers would have used 
Portrush harbour as a temporary base.

World War 2 ended on two dates. The 
first, Tuesday 8th May 1945, was the 
end of the war in Europe but whilst 
this was widely celebrated the war in 
the east against the Japanese Empire 
continued. British & Commonwealth 
forces were advancing rapidly against 
the Japanese in Burma (Portrush 
men were part of this advance) whilst 
American forces were pushing back 
the Japanese island by island towards 
their home islands. 

It was evident that the Japanese 
were unlikely to surrender and that 
an invasion of mainland Japan would 
have to be mounted. The Americans 
had successfully developed atomic 
weapons and took the decision to use 
these against Japan in the hope that 
young American lives could be saved. 

Atomic bombs were dropped on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki on 6th and 
9th August respectively and the 
Japanese Empire surrendered on 14th 
August. Victory In Japan (VJ) day was 
celebrated in Portrush and all the 
allied nations on 15th August 1945. 

The war was over, soldiers would 
return home from across the globe 
and life would return to normal, albeit 
with continuing rationing and post-
war austerity as the United Kingdom, 
virtually bankrupted by the war, 
tried to return the economy and life 
generally to what it had been six years 
previously.

For more information please see  
“1914-1918: The First Great War & 1939-1945: 
The Second Great War in “Portrush – 
The Port on the Promontory”  
by Hugh McGrattan
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