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1946 Return of the Fabulous Fireworks
From ‘Portrush The Port on the Promontory’ by Hugh McGrattan
There were 15,000 fans at the East Strand in Portrush for a big pop concert a few years ago. It
was a “massive crowd”, declared one newspaper, which went on to describe the huge police
presence drafted in and the array of professionals charged with setting up and running the big event.
The report also disclosed there were only around a dozen arrests. Assaults were few and drugs
offences much less than feared. How different it all was 60 and 70 years ago!
Entrance-paying crowds of around 15,000 were not so unusual at Portrush as you might think in
the 1940s and 1950s, when the open-air musical tattoos and pageants, with their magnificent
fireworks displays, drew huge crowds to Ramore Hill. Indeed, on Wednesday 7 August 1946 no
fewer than 18,326 spectators packed onto the hillside and into the Recreation Grounds, and there
were fears at one point that people might start falling off the back of the hill and into the West Bay!

The view of the Hill on 7 August 1946! Spectators were so tightly packed there wasconcern that some of them might fall over
the edge into the West Bay! Members of theSports Committee patrolled the headland to make sure everyone was safe.

Special late night excursion trains were run on fireworks nights by the Road Transport Board, later
the Ulster Transport Authority, from as far away as Belfast, Londonderry and Portadown (half a crown
or 25p return fare). In July 1938, for example, 7,000 of the 9,500 spectators at the fireworks arrived by
rail. For many closer destinations special buses were laid on.
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From 1928 when the town’s Sports Committee was
set up, five band tattoo/fireworks displays, at least
two fancy dress carnivals, plus aquatic displays and
a major week-long tennis tournament, were
organised from the Council’s pavilion at the
Recreation Grounds.
The record crowds of 1946 were not unexpected,
for these were the first fireworks to be held since
1939. The first pre-war event on 17 July 1946 saw
an attendance of 14,220, the biggest ever.
There was more to come. The huge crowd of 7
August consisted of 16,231 spectators who paid a
shilling (5p) to sit on the grass (plus 1,596 children
at sixpence) and 486 who parted with half a crown
(25p) for the privilege of sitting on wooden seats or
canvas chairs inside the Recreation Grounds.
There were 13 complimentary tickets, for
councillors, the press and suchlike.

The programme for the most successful tattoo and
fireworks display in Portrush history !. The 18,326 people
who attended on 7th August 1946 set a record that has
never been broken.

Mass Bands courtesy of Captain Shutt M.C. Archive

The fact that prices were double the previous August Tattoo (in 1939) obviously made no
difference to the punters. There had been six years of world war in between and the population
was rejoicing at the return – albeit gradual – of the things they had enjoyed in the years before
1940. So, they turned up in their thousands to relax to the sound and the spectacle of five marching
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bands - the Royal Ulster Rifles, the Agnes Street and the 55th Old Boys’ Silver, plus the pipers of
the Cullybackey and Seven Towers Bands. There were also demonstrations of military precision
from the drill platoon of the Irish Guards and a bit of light-hearted parade ground parody (or even
tom-foolery) from the boys of the Malone Training School in Belfast, whose Toy Soldiers were a
popular entertainment in early post-war days.
The Toy Soldiers were favourites of mine. I was just eight years of age at the time. I loved the way
the act ended with one renegade soldier turning his toy tommy-gun on the other toys. To the rattle of
gunfire provided by the drums of one of the bands, all the other little soldiers toppled over like
dominos!

Toy Soldiers courtesy of Captain Shutt M.C. Archive

It would be terribly incorrect today, of course. As would those truly wonderful fireworks displays,
with marvellously complicated set pieces that always included opposing warships firing their guns
at each other across the tennis courts. It all ended with a huge firework portraits of the King and
Queen.

Warships courtesy of Captain Shutt M.C. Archive

The crowds loved it and cheered wildly, and no one ever complained about their feelings being
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offended. The weather that August night in 1946 was cool, calm and dry, the moderate west wind
having decreased towards the evening, and the total cash received for the benefit of the town was a
magnificent £1,016 two shillings and one pence (minus £143 and two shillings paid to the
Government as Entertainment Tax). I suppose I saw all of those tattoos and fireworks displays
during the years 1946 to 1948 – and there were up to five each summer - for we still lived in old
Ramore Street and I could watch it all for free from our back bedroom window. In the autumn of
1948 we moved away, so in future I had to pay – until I became a reporter, that is, and could get
complimentary tickets!
Fireworks displays began on a regular
basis at Portrush in the season of 1928,
when there was one display. By the
season of 1932 there were three,
attracting between them more than
24,000 spectators. There were five the
following year, with the biggest single
attendance being in the region of
12,000. The Urban Council organised a
total of ten events a year, spearheaded
by the irrepressible “Tiny” Shutt and an
army of enthusiastic and energetic
volunteers, organised by the Sports
Committee. A total of 65,289 spectators
over the 1932 season added more
than£1,800 to the town’s coffers.

Catherin Wheel courtesy of Captain Shutt M.C. Archive

The 1939 season, it seemed, would proceed as smoothly and as successfully as those of previous
years, with the usual crowds of around 10,000 turning up for the main events in July and August.
Everyone was looking forward to the big finale, the Autumn Pageant on Thursday 7 September, with
two bands and more than 100 lady members of the Ulster Amateur Gymnastic Association booked
for the night. Programmes had been printed, posters displayed and a whole column left in the Sports
Committee’s account book for the expected receipts but - perhaps not unexpectedly really
– Hitler spoiled things by invading Poland. The final event was cancelled.

Lady Gymnasts courtesy of Captain Shutt M.C. Archive
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Silent seasons
There were six silent seasons at Ramore Hill before the fireworks displays were re-started, the
only “fireworks” seen or heard during those long weary years being the sound of distant gunfire or
exploding depth charges far out to sea and the occasional practice bomb being detonated offshore by the RAF. So, it was not surprising that the crowds returned to the Hill in their delighted
thousands when, in 1946, Portrush once again took on the mantle of the Province’s premier
holiday resort. These were the golden years of open-air entertainment at Ramore Hill. Today, the
marching bands are gone and the fireworks a mere flicker of what they were. Tastes in
entertainment and what constitutes entertainment have changed.
Two last points – policing and crime. I would expect that for that record-breaking evening at Ramore
Hill 66 years ago, Sergeant Fulton at the Portrush Police Station would have arranged for extra men
to be diverted from Coleraine or over from Portstewart or Bushmills, to assist mainly with traffic.
And drugs? Well, I reckon that the worst you would have found would have been a few packets of
aspirin!
Our thanks to Hugh for allowing us to reprint the above text from his excellent book ‘Portrush The
Port on the Promontory’. Photographs are kindly reproduced from the archives of Captain W R Shutt
M.C supplied by his Grandaughter’s Mrs. Antoinette Brown and Mrs. Jacqui O’Neill who are
honoured to be sharing these memories of Portrush.
4th December 2021

Contact us at chairman.portrushheritage@gmail.com if you would like to include a friend in our
weekly circulation of Heritage Newsletters. Back issues of the Newsletters can be found in the
‘About Us’ section on our website at DiscoverPortrush.com
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