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                   Street Gambling Led to a riot 
 

From Golden Strands by Maurice McAleese 

 
What may be described as street gambling was starting to become something of a problem in 

Portrush a century ago and the point is   well made in an incident which occurred in the summer of 

1913. In those days it was, apparently, all too easy for anyone so inclined to set up so-called 

“gambling tables” at various locations in the town, particularly at the north end of Main Street and in 

the vicinity of Ramore Hill, and they were a familiar spectacle in the holiday season. The chance of 

winning a few pounds on the roulette wheel, or on the turn of a card, must have been a big 

temptation for many. 

 

Portrush at beginning of the 20
th

 Century by Philip Armstrong,  copyright Portrush Heritage Group 

One Friday evening in July of that year the spin of the wheel went all wrong  for one gambling man 

from Desertmartin while on an excursion visit to Portrush. He succumbed to the lure of the 

roulette wheel and the outcome, as the local Press reported, was “an altercation” with the man 

who was operating the gambling table. Just what led to the altercation was not made  clear but 

presumably it had something to do with either the winning or losing of a bet. Be that as it may, 

it was alleged that the operator of the roulette wheel had “hit the excursionist in the face with a 

stick.” The report went on: “Other members of the excursion party rushed to the aid of their  

comrade, whose assailant had also several backers, and a free fight ensued. 

“Gambling tables were overturned, and eventually the roulette wheel proprietor sought safety in 

the dwelling house of a woman named Doherty. He was pursued by an angry mob and they 

smashed some of the windows of this and an adjoining house.” In the words of an eye-witness “the 

place resembled a Donnybrook in miniature.” Another view was that the roulette table proprietor 
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would have undoubtedly fared badly had he not recognised that discretion was the better part of 

valour. He did not stay in Mrs Doherty’s house for too long, making his escape by the back door 

and getting “clean away.” 

 

 

Painting by Brian Willis 

Eventually a number of policemen arrived on the scene and placed four men  under arrest. There 

was some resistance from the men and their supporters, obliging the police to draw their batons 

owing to the menacing attitude of the crowd. Fortunately they did not have to use the batons 

because some local people intervened and were able to hold the crowd in check. The arrested 

men were taken to the police barracks and subsequently brought before the local magistrate, 

Captain Watt J.P. They were later released on bail to appear before the Petty Sessions. As a result   

of that incident, the excursion train was delayed for about an hour. 

Some weeks later the question of gambling in the town was raised at a meeting of the Urban 

Council when a memorial or petition extensively signed by merchants and others was discussed. 

The council was asked “to   give directions that the thoroughfares at the north end of Main Street be 

kept clear of people with roulette tables and other nuisances and obstructions.” One of the council 

members was reported as saying it was a pity they could not pass bye-laws “to keep this rubbish 

out of the town altogether.” 
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Another moved that the police be informed of the council’s desire to have the streets cleared of 

such obstructions, and that the District Inspector should direct the members of the constabulary 

to take action in the matter. This was passed unanimously. Just what action the police were able 

to take and what, if any, effect it had on the gambling problem is not clear but somehow I think it 

would not have been all that easy to deal with and the lure of the gambling tables probably 

remained a feature of the holiday scene in Portrush, particularly during busy periods, for a good 

many more years. 

A year earlier, during the busiest day of the year (July 13) another report had highlighted the fact that 

at the Dock Head entrance to Ramore Hill “a large area of public thoroughfare, has been 

transformed into a veritable showground.” There was an amazing variety of attractions including 

roulette tables, shooting galleries, dolly mollies, peg tumbling, dart throwing, photography, height 

and weight telling machines, fortune reading, sweetmeat and novelty hawking, and “numerous other 

devices for money-making – for the proprietors, of course!” 

 

  Lansdowne Funfair courtesy of the John Moore Collection 

You’re probably wondering what “dolly mollies” are and I must confess I don’t have a clue – 

perhaps there was a child’s doll of that name - but it’s a safe bet that they were part of the so-called 

money-making devices. 

Yet another source of irritation in Portrush at that time was the large number of hawkers and 

itinerant traders who descended on the town in the busy summer months, sometimes setting up 

their own stalls and displaying their wares. On the crowded streets there was always someone 

trying to sell something to the many visitors and they could be quite persistent. Apparently 

there was nothing to stop them doing so but towards the end of the summer of 1913, local 

councillors were debating the possibility of  putting a curb on their activities. 

The suggestion was made that perhaps they could be confined to a designated area where 

they could operate in more controlled surroundings. It was something which the Council voted to 

consider at a future meeting  but some members were sceptical about such an approach, so 
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dealing with the problem was not straightforward and as far as I know Portrush never had a 

designated area for market traders. 

In view of all that, two gentlemen were perhaps unfortunate to be arrested by the police for 

conducting unlawful games on the public roadway. The offence happened at Cloughorr on the 

outskirts of the town adjacent to   where Hanneford’s circus was encamped. No mention is 

made as to the nature of the unlawful games they were conducting but they were brought before 

the local magistrate and each was sentenced to imprisonment for a  month with hard labour. 

 

Our thanks to Maurice for allowing us to reprint the above text from his excellent book Golden 

Strands.  12th February 2022 

 

 

     


