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‘Discover Portrush’
a Culture Arts and
Heritage Event

At 7pm each evening during the week on our Discover
Portrush Website there will be a programme of video
recordings comprising Music, Talks, Aerial Drone
Photographic Flights, Exhibitions, Creative Arts, Short Stories
and Poetry. The programme of events will remain live all week
and we will be sending out by email each evening a link to
the programme.

On the 24th March 2021 we are launching our Young Explorer
Portrush or YEP! project which has been 18 months in the
making. YEP!, the brain-child of Jade Thorne, a Portrush
resident and school teacher, is an exciting teacher-led
educational resource which will allow primary-aged children
to explore, experience and celebrate Portrush like never
before!

On Thursday 25th March Frankie Creith’s collaborative
Artwork will be displayed in the window of her Gallery on Main
Street and on Saturday 27th March Gavin Wallace of North
Coast World Earth Eco Rangers will be demonstrating sand
art in the Westbay beach.
‘Discover Portrush’ is funded by the Department for
Communities and The National Lottery Heritage Fund. We
invite you during ‘Discover Portrush’ to Explore, Experience
and Celebrate the Heritage of Portrush.

YEP! is being launched during the ‘Discover Portrush’
week which runs from the 22nd to 27th of March. ‘Discover
Portrush’ is a programme of Culture, Arts and Heritage
Events with contributions from local community-based
groups, principally Portrush Heritage Group, our partner Swell
with it’s links to North Coast Trad, North Coast World Earth
Eco Rangers, Portrush Arts Collective and Frankie Creith’s
collaborative Artwork. The Portrush Writers Group,
led by Kate Murphy, are also providing readings.

John McNally, Chairman
Supported by
The National Lottery
Heritage Fund

‘Discover Portrush’ is a mixture of actual and on-line events,
starting on Monday 22nd March with a Heritage Exhibition in
the windows of The White House in Portrush. This exhibition
continues until Saturday 27th March and we would like to
thank Mr Neville Moore for granting permission to use the
White House windows.

Adams recalled:
‘One after another joined
in the fight and the biggest
man in Innishowen was
there, armed with a spade
shaft, who in a short time
strewed the ground with
Portrush men, until he
was attacked by John
Scott, father of the above
mentioned George: and
when they were dealing
each other tremendous
blows, a powerful young
woman of Portrush, named
Mary McIlvernock came
behind this champion,
caught him by the leg and
with her shoulder hove him
on his face on to the ground
and when he tried to get up
another woman with a pair
of tongs hit him on the head
a blow which stunned and
Drawing by Brian Willis
rendered him senseless.’

Ice House with green roof behind the Harbour Bar.

Battle at the Harbour
By Kate Murphy

Portrush harbour today is a busy but peaceful place. Our
all-important lifeboat is moored here but, apart from a few
boats that offer fishing or sightseeing trips, it is mainly home
to leisure craft, kayakers and paddle-boarders. It wasn’t
always so. Even before work was begun on the present
harbour in 1827, it was a hive of activity. Before the railways,
goods from Coleraine, Ballymoney and the surrounding area
all passed through Portrush harbour.

Adams goes on to report that, ‘A lot of the Portrush women
also helped their men and fought with paving stones wielded
in thick woolen stockings which were deadly weapons. The
ensuing destruction hardly bears thinking of!

William Adams in his book ‘Dalriada or North Antrim’ reports
that a large fleet of smacks carrying salmon from Ballina
and Ballyshannon to Liverpool stopped en route to re-ice at
Paddy’s Pier by the Old Dock. The smacks were always in a
hurry and often went to sea in dangerous conditions because
there was a prize of £5 for the first vessel to reach Liverpool.
The Benbulben Hawk, sailed by a Portrush crew often took
this prize.

It might also be worth
remembering that,
some 20/30years
earlier, Mary Murphy,
the Portrush giantess
lived in the area of
our harbour. And the
moral of the story
perhaps?

Adams reported on an incident which was told to him by
George Scott, pilot, of Portrush, which took place between
1780 and 1790. Apparently a young man from Innishowen was
ship’s cook on the William Little, manned by a Portrush crew.
For some reason, the man offended the captain who gave
him a beating. The man went home to Innishowen and sadly
died.

Don’t tangle with a
Portrush women –
they are a formidable
bunch of sisters!’

At the midsummer fair, on 22nd June, several boatloads of
Innishowen men arrived in Portrush armed with blackthorns
and reaping hooks seeking revenge. Fortified by whiskey, it
wasn’t long till a fight broke out,
2

The sea-level yo-yo

dry land rather than sea bed. And to the west of Portrush,
towards Portstewart, the shoreline would have been about 2
kilometres to the north of the present-day shore.

by Dr Peter Wilson

Computer-generated image of Portrush about 13,000-10,000 years
ago with sea level 20 metres lower than at present (courtesy of Dr
Kieran Westley).

What goes up must go down and vice-versa, and so it is
with the level of the sea. At present, sea-level rise and the
effect it is having on coastal communities around the world
is rarely out of the news. Global warming / climate change is
responsible for setting the alarm bells ringing.
We are told that the ice sheets of Antarctica and Greenland,
along with high mountain glaciers, are melting rapidly and
the water is being added to the oceans. Thermal expansion
of the oceans is also occurring as temperatures increase. As
a result sea level is rising. Slowly but surely low-lying coastal
areas are being inundated. And Northern Ireland is not
immune.

The Skerries Roadstead was mostly dry land when sea level was
20 metres lower than at present.

Sea level has also gone up and down like a yo-yo in the
recent past and its effects can be seen at many places along
the coast. By ‘recent past’ I mean the last 13,000 years or so
– since the last ice sheet that covered Ireland finally melted.
But to understand what has happened to the sea during that
time we need to go back a little further and consider what
the ice did.

By 10,000 years ago sea level was rising rapidly. This resulted
in the Skerries ridge being separated into islands and the sea
extending across the Skerries Roadstead. By 6,500 years ago
the sea stood about 3-4 metres above its present level. When
coupled with the effects of tides and storms, the area now
bounded by the Town Hall, to the north, and Crocknamack
Road, to the south, is likely to have been below the waves as
the sea extended across from West Strand to East Strand,
separating the Ramore peninsula from the rising ground
alongside what is now Coleraine Road, Hopefield Road and
Ballywillan Road.

The last period of extensive glaciation in Ireland was from
approximately 35,000 years to 15,000 years ago, and the ice
reached its greatest thickness and coverage about 27,00025,000 years ago. Vast ice sheets were also present across
North America and northern Eurasia at the same time, and
these were of much greater area than the ice that covered
Ireland.
Ice flowing north across Northern Ireland moved into the area
now occupied by the Atlantic Ocean where it merged with
ice flowing from western Scotland and Donegal. Together
the combined ice mass flowed westward reaching about 100
kilometres beyond the coast of Donegal – to the edge of the
continental shelf.
Because a considerable amount of water was locked
up in the ice sheets, sea-level fell in the open ocean by
approximately 120 metres and the weight of the ice pushed
the Earth’s crust down. As the ice melted water was returned
to the oceans and the crust began to rise or rebound. All very
straightforward: if only it was!
The Irish ice sheet was quite small and melted away before
the more massive areas of ice in North America and northern
Eurasia were able to do. As the ice melted the land surface
began to rise to its former position but this occurred at a
much faster rate than the rate at which the sea was able to
rise. The consequence of this was that between 13,000 years
and 10,000 years ago the sea level around Northern Ireland
was considerably lower than it is today. The land area was
therefore much greater.

Computer-generated image of Portrush about 6,500 years ago
with sea level several metres above present-day level
(courtesy of Dr Kieran Westley).

A consequence of this period of higher than present sea level
is that Mesolithic hunter-gatherer communities living by the
shore would have been displaced as the sea rose, and their
shelters and artefacts may have been abandoned as they
migrated to slightly higher ground.

As time went by the rate of crustal rebound began to slow
as the surface attained its former position. Also the North
American and Eurasian ice sheets eventually melted. This
caused a surge in the rate of sea-level rise from around
10,000 years ago. By 6,500 years ago sea level around the
coast of Northern Ireland was actually higher by a few metres
than it is today. It then dropped back to its current position as
a result of the last vestiges of crustal rebound.

A recent study on the western shore of Lough Foyle,
conducted by Kieran Westley of Ulster University, Coleraine,
has located and described numerous Mesolithic flint
artefacts from both the inter-tidal zone and the subtidal
zone. An implication of this study is that as sea-level rose a
Mesolithic site was inundated.

There is still some uncertainty surrounding the amounts by
which sea-level varied along the north coast. Some scientists
believe that it could have been 30 metres lower than present
13,000-10,000 years ago, while others say 10 metres is a
more likely figure. Whether it was 30 metres or 10 metres, or
somewhere in-between, the coastline around Portrush would
have looked somewhat different to how it looks today.
With sea level 20 metres lower than at present the Skerries
would not have existed as a chain of offshore islands. Rather,
they would have been connected and continuous with
Ramore Head, with perhaps one gap in the ridge, and the
area between them and the modern-day East Strand (now
known as the Skerries Roadstead) would have been mostly

It is possible that a similar scenario applied in the vicinity
of Portrush. The abundance of flint in the limestone cliffs at
White Rocks would likely have been attractive to Mesolithic
people.
Although the mean level of the sea has fallen back from the
position it occupied 6,500 years ago, it is once again on the
rise. Portrush is protected by concrete walls, rock cliffs and
sand dunes but recent damage to the West Strand sea wall
is a reminder of the energy contained within the ocean and
its ability to disrupt our activities. This seems likely to become
the norm in the years ahead.
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Artistic impression of Portrush in 1857 by Philip Armstrong, copyright Portrush Heritage Group

A Trip to the Port: 1857

While it is still early days in this era of the town’s development,
the layout of Portrush is well established, at least as far as the
peninsula area is concerned. There are still gaps to be filled
on Kerr Street – still known to some as the Coleraine road –
but builders such as James Hopkins and James Campbell are
getting into their stride. The escarpment rising steeply to the
east is still well exposed.

By Hugh McGrattan
IT WAS not unusual by the middle of the 19th century for
Coleraine people to enjoy quick days out to the north coast.
In the 1830s there had been as many as 30 horse-drawn “cars”
making twice-daily journeys to Portrush and Portstewart. And,
according to a contemporary writer: “Many of the inhabitants
of Coleraine used this jaunt in fine weather as an occasional
recreation from business.”

Ramore Street is barely started, with only a couple of
cottages on the corner. The area immediately to the north,
at the base of Ramore Hill, is still a large damp meadow and
will remain so for another 80 years. Here graze the cows that
provide much of the town’s milk and buttermilk supplies.

So, it is not hard to imagine a Coleraine resident deciding in
1857 to visit the seaside for a couple of hours. Why 1857? Well,
Lord Antrim has been vigorously promoting Portrush of late
and has commissioned this intriguing oblique map of the
town to reveal its potential.

Rising ground, sometimes known as Silver Hill on account of
the cache of coins found there, separates the meadow from
the Lansdowne quarries. Not yet dreamed of is the grand row
of three-storey houses, clearly based on the fine crescent
terraces of cities such as Bath.

The village, a mere hamlet 25 years ago, is now expanding
rapidly outwards from the harbour area and with the
population doubling over a short space of time, Portrush
is now entering what can be considered its third phase of
development.

The line of the main street of the town is now established.
They call it Church Street. Portrush has already four churches,
representing the main denominations, their sturdy presence
adding to the stability and respectability of the community
and demonstrating faith in the future. Two of them, the Parish
Church and the Presbyterian meeting house, are located on
the main street, opening within weeks of each other in the
1840s. A church-schoolhouse was erected at the road junction
ten years ago by the Wesleyan Methodists, while a neat
chapel for the people of the Roman Catholic faith has been
consecrated in 1851 on an open site on the edge of town.

And no longer does one have to endure a bumpy one-hour
journey over poor roads. For the past 18 months it has been
possible to buy a ticket for a seat in a railway carriage which
will whisk one to the flourishing resort in only half an hour.
Admittedly, the seat in a penny-a-mile third class wagon is a
plank of wood and the windows are non-existent, but at least
there is now a good chance there will be a roof!
Assuming our 19th century day tripper travels by train, he or
she will find that the plain little rail station at Portrush with
its single platform is still some distance from the town’s other
buildings, but at least the view out over the harbour and the
West Bay is uninterrupted and free from buildings or fences,
so one can immediately appreciate why Portrush has so
much potential in the new and exciting field of tourism.

All the churches at this time, of course, are involved in
education as part of their Christian outreach and in 1857 here
is another positive aspect in the future of the town. A rapidly
increasing population is justifying that foresight. There are
also two large hotels with a police station round the corner –
surely signs of increasing sophistication!
4

Copyright Portrush Heritage Group
Strangely, this has also been a time of divisions in the town
- physical divisions in the form of solidly built walls which
clearly delineate various areas. Early had been the wall
that separates the exclusive Terrace area of fine villas for
seasonal use created by Miss Rice. Then there is the low
harbour wall, running from the Station Square right down Kerr
Street, as well as the high wall built by the Railway Company
to keep the public away from their hazardous rail track. The
open expanse of the Square itself is delineated by two or
three metal pillars.
In 1857 an activity of some significance which is attracting
interest from over a wide area is the construction of a
Memorial to the late Dr. Adam Clarke, who had such an early
influence on the establishing of the town’s first schools. A little
hill behind the Methodist chapel has been chosen for the
42-foot obelisk and work on the foundations is under way. It is
reckoned it will tower 120 feet above sea level when finished.
For the casual visitor, of course, the harbour is a main
attraction. One visitor of the period describes a visit to the
busy quayside: “On Tuesday evening…three steamers were
in the harbour – one for Liverpool, one for Glasgow and one
for Derry, and eleven or twelve vessels either discharging
or taking in cargoes, and some hundreds of visitors from
Coleraine and elsewhere…The place assumed, all at once,
the importance of a first-class sea-port town. On the quay
itself, at one time that evening, there could be no less… than
500 persons, many of them bidding a last farewell to friends
and relatives who were leaving their native land to push their
fortunes either in the fertile plains of America or the golden
valleys of Australia”.

Copyright Portrush Heritage Group

A Gift of Membership:

Your support is so important to us. We ask please that you
add your voice to ours so that Portrush’s Heritage can be
brought to the attention of all who share a common interest
in the value of preserving the past and protecting it for future
generations.

“Without wishing to exalt Portrush at the expense of other
watering-places, I submit to distant friends that, for its
situation and salubrity, it exceeds any on the North coast of
Ireland!”
This, then, is a glimpse of the Portrush a visitor might have
found on an 1857 “jaunt”. Developments and improvements
were taking place in every part of the flourishing little town.
Except, perhaps, in the considerable acreage of sandhills
lying between the town and the White Rocks. Not really
suitable for housing development and not much use for
agriculture, it was merely a breeding ground for rabbits.
Perhaps, some day, someone would find a useful purpose to
which it could be put?

You can join us in 2021 by paying a subscription of £10 by bank
transfer to the Account of Portrush Heritage Group at the
Danske Bank, Coleraine. The Bank Sort Code is 95-06-79 and
our Account Number is 50041629. Please remember to identify
the subscription with your full name. Also we suggest you
confirm payment by email to Chairman.portushheritage@
gmail.com.
You can also send your subscription by post to the Treasurer
at Mr John White, 4 Rathmore Drive, Portrush, County Antrim.
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Swell

Postcards from Portrush Exhibition
Gillain Hassan Hallam of Portrush Arts Collective is curating
a virtual exhibition, profiling locally based artists inspired by
our distinctive natural and cultural heritage. The exhibition
will include art works in many different medium – painting;
drawing; photography; ceramics; even environmental
installations – and will be available to view through the
Discover Portrush website and Swell social media platforms.

Swell is an volunteer-led arts and wellbeing festival begun
last year in Portrush. We recognise that small coastal
communities like ours have been particularly affected by
the Covid-19 crisis; situated on the margins of transport and
communications infrastructure, our economy is vulnerable
to seasonal fluctuations. But we also recognise that
Portrush attracts people who care deeply about community
and the environment – that is what has brought people
here for generations. We are fortunate to have within our
community many people with a creative an entrepreneurial
spirit determined to build a life for their families here
and committed to offering something back to the local
community.

Creative Reflections on our Covid Experience
Internationally renowned
Portrush artist Frankie Creith
is co-ordinating a unique
piece of artwork created by
local people. Participants
have received creative
materials to help them make
a small piece of visual art
reflecting their experience of
living through the pandemic.
These small art works
are being gathered and
arranged together by Frankie into one large collaborative
artwork, to be displayed in the window of Frankie’s new
gallery on Main Street. The piece will form a collective record
of our experiences over the past year, and we hope it will find
a permanent home in the town after the festival has come to
an end.

Our aim is to foster new connections between local creatives
and local businesses, generating new opportunities to
engage with our rich and diverse culture, heritage and
environment. We want to reconnect our community as we
begin to emerge from the impacts of the pandemic and
show off all that Portrush has to offer. Through creative
collaboration, building from the ground up, we believe our
community will find new ways to create a sustainable future
for us all.
The first festival ran over Halloween last year. In the end, our
plans were severely hampered by the spike in Covid-19 cases
at that time and the resultant tightening of social restrictions.
Despite that, we were able to see that the festival has a
huge potential to grow, and we look forward to being able to
realise our ambitions more fully when the time is right to do
so.
In the meantime, we are delighted to have the opportunity to
partner with Portrush Heritage Group for Discover Portrush,
offering opportunities for people to reconnect with each
other through arts, heritage and the environment. We hope
you enjoy the events our volunteers have helped to organise.
If you’d like to find out more about what we’re up to, or even
get involved and lend a hand, please do get in touch. You can
email us at swellportrush@gmail.com
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North Coast World Earth Eco Rangers

North Coast Trad Concert

North Coast Trad is a local school of music that hosts
traditional multi-instrumental classes, sessions and concerts
in Portrush and Portstewart. The club promotes the traditional
arts in the North Coast and allows people to become active
participants. In this special online concert, renowned local
musicians, as well as some budding younger performers, will
treat us to a showcase of songs and tunes from the local
area encompassing both Ulster Scots and Irish traditions.
An original air will be also performed, composed by Sorcha
Meehan and inspired by local heritage.

The NCWE Eco Rangers campaign invites YOU to be our
planet’s future guardians, to take action and become part of
the movement to see the Causeway Coast & Glens free from
all pollution. The Eco Ranger movement began in Larne and
is spreading up the coast. It involves local people committing
to keeping a chosen area free from pollution. That could be
the street where you live, an estate, a laneway, where you go
for a walk, a section of your local beach, road, forest or park
- any area you use regularly and care about. In a special
online event for the festival, lead NCWE volunteer Gavin
Wallace will give us an insight into why his chosen area is
important to him and how it inspires his environmental art
installations. We’ll also invite other enthusiastic eco-rangers,
young and old, to share with us the places they care about
and create their own art installations with found materials
from that environment.
Stories by Paul Hutchinson

Following the success of last year’s storytelling event as part
of the inaugural Swell festival, Paul will be performing an
unusual stories set in a familiar place in Portrush. Expect the
unexpected! We hope this story will form the foundation for
a larger project in the future exploring the past, present and
potential future of some distinctive Portrush places that hold
meaning for our local community.
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Wall Top Sign Group photo by Sheila Fairon

Antrim Gardens
our Heritage Park
On 1 May 1838, the Antrim Arms Hotel opened, on the site of
what is now the Portrush Atlantic Hotel, promising guests
that it was “the most agreeable establishment of the kind,
combined with comfort, elegance and utility, no expense has
been spared”. By 1870, the Antrim Arms Hotel had acquired
a pleasure garden facing the front entrance, known as the
Antrim Gardens, with a band stand for concerts. In 1883, the
Hotel was purchased by the Belfast & Northern Counties
Railway Company. The name was duly changed to the
Northern Counties Hotel which was destroyed by fire in 1990.

In the run-up to the 2019 Open Golf
Championship Portrush Heritage
Group receive funding, through
the “Landfill Communities Fund”, to
replace and add new information
signage in Antrim Gardens. The
two existing wall-top sings, one
on Local History the other on
Maritime & Natural History, were
updated and replaced and an
additional sign was commissioned
to record the story of Corrstown, a
bronze age village, located on the
outskirts of Portrush.

In 2005 an Archaeological Survey was carried out in Antrim
Gardens ahead of works to be undertaken on a new Portrush
Sewerage Scheme. Archaeologists made some intriguing
discoveries including a series of possible stone ovens. It has
been suggested that this is evidence of a large kitchen which
may have served the Community associated with a Church.
Archive documents from 1306 list a church at “Portrossce”.
The remains of a church may lie beneath the site of the
Atlantic Hotel or Bath Street. 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. Other finds at the Antrim Gardens site include flint
implements dating to the Mesolithic Period of 8000BC to
4000BC.

The ancient well on the site was
use as the location for the addition
of four semi-circular raised-bronze
plaques denoting significant
heritage symbols such as
Whooper Swans, Atlantic Salmon,
Ammonites and the Drontheim
Boat.
Portrush Heritage Group have
applied for funding to add more
information signage and also
investigate the possible future
incorporation of a Heritage
Timeline in the site.

The Archaeologist working on the site reported that “Portrush
has a rich yet relatively unknown Medieval history and Antrim
Gardens is probably one of the few opportunities to actually
explore the Medieval town”.
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Brick Pillar by Eleanor Wheeler

The central walkway through Antrim 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. 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.

Portrush Writers
Portrush Writers, led by Kate Murphy, have been in existence
for more than 20 years. During that time we have produced
three books and given numerous-well-received readings
as well as taking occasional cultural trips, to the theatre,
to Rathlin Island and to the Heaney Home Place. We are a
diverse group of people, whose composition has changed
over the years so that few members of that original group,
which met in the old library, remain. Some have moved away
from the area, others have gone to their reward and some
have left to pursue other interests. During lockdown we have
been meeting on zoom. Like everyone else in the community
we have been experiencing the highs and lows of this strange
time and being writers, of course, we wrote about it. We
present you with some of the results and hope that you will
relate to the optimism as well as the feelings of loss which we
all experience in these uncertain days. We also remember
fondly, Cecelia Donnelly, one of our founder members who
passed away in October past. May she rest in peace.

At the Heaney HomePlace

Kate Murphy

I looking forward to ……

The Race

I’m looking forward to touch, to shaking hands, to hugs and
being held. We are a tactile people. How ridiculous are
elbow bumps. At least blow me a kiss – from behind your
mask.

We are all in this together. Isn’t that what they say?
Except we are not.
We can’t all arrive together,
Can’t cross the finishing line hand in hand
Like some big game of Red Rover.

I’m looking forward to people in my house, to inviting surprise
callers in for a cuppa and a chat, to family visits and
sleepovers again.

There will always be winners.
Winners and losers and non-starters.
Runners up and the ones who claim the bronze.

I’m looking forward to walks with friends when we can stop
at a coffee shop and drink in comfort from a real cup, not a
disposable receptacle which adds to our waste.

There will be glory and resentment and bravery and luck.
False starts and falls, second winds
And those who come up in the outside lane
And overtake when you least expect them to.

I’m looking forward to visiting ‘non-essential’ shops, not to
buy so much as to browse; to admire colour shape and style,
even if it wouldn’t suit me; to finger, feel and smell newness
and perhaps even try on something that has caught my eye;
to bump up against other shoppers, to smile, exchange a
few words and not have to worry about two meters social
distancing.

Spectators will jostle for a decent view.
They will “Ohh” and “ahhh” and shout from the sidelines.
They will encourage and curse, fist pump and stamp.
Congratulate and commiserate and be secretly smug
Or quietly sad with a back slap or hug.
And if it’s your day, your team will raise you up
High above their heads, a precarious jostle to show you off
And take pictures and make toasts
And pack you full of pride.

I’m looking forward to sharing a car, to getting on a bus, a
train, or even (dare I say it ?) a plane. To feel the anticipation
before a journey, to hold my breath as the plane rises from
the runway and to enjoy the relaxed outbreath of relief as it
lands safely again in Edinburgh or Bristol where my family are
waiting.

And if it’s not your day,
You just hope that they will still be there
To lift your spirits aloft.
Hold you firm, keep you close
And inflate you with hope.

I’m looking forward to spring flowers, to planting primula, to
dry days, warming soil and the heat of the sun on my back.
I’m looking forward to hanging up my winter coat, to storing
away my woolly hats and scarves. They have served me well,
but I look forward to paddling along the edge of the sea with
my shoes in my hand taking time to listen, and notice surfers,
swimmers, kite flyers and children sandboarding on the big
sandhill.

It’s a human race. It’s a rat race.
It’s a a race against time.
Some manage a sprint,
Others endure the long marathon
( been round the block a few times).
There are hurdles and jumps and personal bests.
But once the whistle blows
We all leave the starting blocks
And everyone runs.

I’m looking forward to getting my hair cut, my eyes tested and
my teeth checked before I fall apart. In the meantime there’s
no one to notice.

Brenda Semple

I’m looking forward to all the things I took for granted before I
knew better.
Kate Murphy
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The Call

Decisions

People are porous. I know it’s dangerous to make sweeping
statements such as this but on the whole, I think it could be
backed up by scientific data. I mean we’re basically little
mini computers NEED-MORE-INPUT! NEED-MORE-INPUT!! And
we do, right from birth - DELETE THAT - right from conception
we’re constantly taking in our surroundings. Sights, sounds…
we absorb it all. There are of course exceptions to every rule
and so to that - people are thick. They activate shields to
protect themselves when they have absorbed too much of a
bad thing.

I will dip a
pointed toe
a small way in.
So that the water
covers the tip and the
knuckle, but not
where it joins the foot.
I will jump back
with the coldness
and the unknowing
and the unseen.
And I will dip again
in a nod to bravery
and curiosity
and excitement.

“Why don’t you ring that helpline number? Give it a call they’d be best to advise you”
Trouble was, that only confirmed his worst fears. I mean what
sort of freaks need their own helpline to get them through
life. He didn’t feel one bit freakish at all. Quite the opposite.
He felt extraordinarily ordinary. He felt as much connected
with this place called Earth within our universe, perhaps even
multiverse, as any grain of sand upon it and with as much
wide-eyed wonder to boot. Yes he’d been given the most
sobering of smelling salts that stung his soul into questioning
its own very existence but there were rare wafts of sweet
fragrance. He savoured these, making any glimmer last well
beyond its actual existence.

I will go further again
cover my toes and most
of my foot.
One foot
at a time
touch and swirl,
swish and whirl.
Try and tease myself
to reach further
and further
as far as it is safe to go,
knowing I will never
ever jump in
and not with both feet.

It took 43 years to dial the number.
Jim Brolly
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E Donnelly

Wishing

Isolation
poem 17
She lost nothing
She only gained
Love
Time
Understanding
Weight.
She cried a lot
Not tears of sorrow
Nor for things
But for people
Sons and daughters
Friends, family,
For times gone by,
For things that couldn’t be fixed
A touch
Memories.
She sent chocolate
Dark Bournville
Cadburys wholenut
Twirls
Flakes
A walnut whip.
And each person felt
A gentle hand
Stroke their face
Somehow she was repaying
Filling her own soul
Restoring
Faith
Meaning
Life

“Don’t wish your life away” my mother said.
The carnival had left the town,
“I wish it was next year” I said,
“it would be back, the swings, the slot machines, the rifle
range.”
I’d won a teddy bear.
“I wish” my voice trailed off,
I’d keep it secret, never tell my dream;
a caravan and horse, adventure, camping,
wandering the roads in sunny June.
“Don’t wish your life away”
her voice comes down the years.
How true, the wishes simpler now,
some warmth, a coffee on the kitchen step,
my family and friends all here,
a trip away to County Clare,
my legs in shape to hold me up.
I wish the lockdown will result
In better care for planet and for poor,
my secret wish I’ll keep secure!
“Don’t wish your life away,”
so what to do with wishes all too late?
I wish I’d cleaned the kitchen shelves,
Drawing by Alice Rohdich
the drawers and the cupboards too,
I wish I’d shredded all that stuff while I had time,
I wish I’d pruned my wardrobe,
cleared my desk,
but wishes have a magic edge,
within our grasp they pale and shrink,
so live today and don’t forget
do what you may and never wish your life away!

Drawing by Alice Rohdich

Gill Michael.

Mae Gardiner
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The Great Reset
Is it wicked to love this so much? To love the magical space of
suspended animation, the chance to breathe and feel and
live and do what matters; to be so happy when so many are
locked in, lost in fear and loss and loneliness, seems unfair.
I was given a chance to discover how all the tiny teeth of the
cogs of my being can sync with those of the cosmos and
suddenly everything is moving. I am really living, not doing
what you do or doing what you have to do or doing what they
want you to do. It is a gift. It is an ill wind that blows nobody
good.
So, I am looking forward to now and to seeing how long I can
make now last, like a held breath, so no atom of the oxygen
is unappreciated. At Davos, the ones that hold the strings
said it is a ‘Great Reset’: that’s me and the macro- economy
switching off and switching on again. The man at the rightwing think tank said, ‘You will have nothing, and you will be
happy’. Sounds probable to me, but I just cut all the strings
and stopped taking orders, so we will see.

Sea Swimming

I can’t remember what I thought I wanted so recently but
it doesn’t matter in our completely different brave new
world. Value has shifted to the mind and to knowledge, to
communication and connection. The world is turning faster.
I can feel it. We are not out of the clutches of the pestilence
but already there is a steady pressing on the accelerator,
time is speeding up and we are rushing into our zeroemission, low-carbon, all-renewable, hydrogen-fuelled, clean,
green energy future.
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It is said that before entering the sea
A river trembles with fear” Khalil Gibran, The River
“
Each morning when I decide to dip in the sea it is a process
of arguing against the negative side of myself; the part that
wants to lie on in bed, the part that uses a little rain or wind
as an excuse to avoid the walk there.

Community is getting sturdier by the day like a healthy
toddler. Ciaran and his brother left a bag of spuds at every
front door on the island. People are sharing seedlings and
cuttings and even my horticultural ambitions have developed
beyond alfalfa sprouts. I am learning about radiantly
beautiful creativity of the people around me when I hardly
knew their names before; realising our uniqueness and the
bizarre correspondences between us. Red Boat Charlie is
taking me to swim in the sea, so I don’t have to be brave on
my own; it helps to have a hand to hold as you step into a
new universe. Impossibly, but somehow, every day is happier.

When I arrive at the beach I squeamishly begin to shed layers
and put on swim hat, gloves and shoes. The adrenaline
begins to pump as I think of encountering the cold water.
I walk out experiencing the coldness on my ankles, then
my knees. I keep going until my legs are completely wet. I
think about it for a minute, then go out a little further and
submerge myself in the waves. I stay down for the count of
three, cold almost taking my breath away.

Geraldine Anslow

Mindful of the risk of feeling cold all day I come out soon after
feeling relaxed in the cold water.
Leaving the sea I feel a sense of exhilaration, skin feels
sandpapered by the elements, hot and cold. I feel alive in
every fibre of my being.
Sinead Coxhill
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On Rathlin Island
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Old Sailors Yarns

On the Old Windjammers
This a rather tragic tale witnessed by a young Portrush lad
who, at the age of 12, went to sea and joined the crew of the
Emily Walters bound for Newfoundland with a cargo of coal.
In the middle of the 19th Century Portrush was a small but
nevertheless important port-of-call for the old windjammers
and sometimes up to a dozen of these vessels could be seen
anchored in the bay and frequently a few tied-up in the
harbour.

From Golden Strands by Maurice McAleese

Portrush in 1857 - D2977/36/6/13A ‘By courtesy of
deputy-keeper of public records, PRONI’

Prime Minister’s Surprise Visit
It was a day in June 1910 at about 1 o’clock when the HMS
Enchantress, her white decks and cabins rising high above
the water, cast anchor in the West Bay and soon afterwards
the gangways were lowered and two boats were seen
making for the harbour.
HMS Enchantress

In those days seamen who joined their ships at Portrush were
financially better off- they were paid better wages than on a
ship sailing out of Belfast. An able seaman sailing to America
was usually paid two pounds a month.

On landing the visitors, the
Prime Minister Mr Herbert
Asquith and the First Lord of
the Admiralty, Mr Reginald
McKenna, accompanied
by others, immediately
requisitioned a couple of
jaunting cars and drove to
Royal Portrush Golf Club.

The story is told by the young boy now aged 78 years.
“One day out from
Portrush, the anchor was
being heaved aboard.
The seaman went down
the side with a tackle
which he fastened to
the anchor. The line was
not long enough and a
second man climbed
down the rope with
another tackle to hook
to the first. The two lines
Sketch by Maurice McAleese
took the strain and the
crew got ready to haul in.
But the mate “surged” or
slackened the rope for a fraction of a second and the anchor
plunged back into the sea with one of the sailors clinging to it.

On arrival at the Clubhouse
the gentlemen entered their
names in the visitor’s book and
started to play a foursomes
while the ladies began a round
on the ladies course
Prime Minister
Herbert Asquith

Afterwards the party were
re-joined by the ladies and
tea was partaken of at the
Clubhouse.

At this point the Captain of the ship took a hand. He seized
a coil of rope and threw it to the man who, because of the
heavy sea boots he was wearing, was having difficulty
keeping afloat. Unfortunately, the heavy rope struck the man
on the head, stunning him and although a second rope was
thrown, the struggling sailor, still dazed, was not able to grasp
it.
What happened next was surely a most cruel twist of fate.
His sea boots were full of air and rose to the surface, forcing
the man’s head under the
water. Before the eyes of the
crew, while the ship raced on,
their shipmate disappeared,
but his boots stuck up like
periscopes for a moment and
then slowly followed him to
his watery grave”.

Mr Asquith and Mr McKenna playing golf at Royal Portrush

For some reason the Prime Minister and his party decide to
walk from the Club House to the harbour, a comparatively
short distance because in those days the clubhouse was
located at Dunluce Avenue and hence we have the Prime
Minister, having slung his golf bag over his shoulder setting
off in the direction of the Harbour”
The Enchantress was soon to be used by Winston Churchill
when he became First Lord of the Admiralty in 1911.

Sketch by Brian Willis
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It must have been a
harrowing site for this
young 12 year-old Portrush
apprentice, who spent the
next thirty years sailing
the oceans of the world, to
witness.

