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WR KNOX CBE MM JP  
 

“A Lifetime of Service” 
 

 by Frances Wilson 

 

Portrush Heritage Newsletter Number 62 looked at the life and times of Captain WR Shutt MC and his 

contribution to the success of Portrush as a tourist destination between 1923 and 1965.  Many of the older 

generation of Portrush residents would say that WR Knox CBE MM JP played an equally important part in 

the town's history and therefore it would be remiss not to dedicate a Newsletter to him. 

 

 

 

He married Miss Elizabeth Morrison from Drumlief, Limavady in 1922 and together they ran the business 

along with the adjacent guest house.  

 

At this time he also set up an auctioneering firm which later became known as WR Knox and Son. Having 

established himself in business he put his spare time to good use assisting the post-war development of 

Portrush by becoming involved in the Royal British Legion (RBL), Portrush Urban District Council and the RNLI 

- his main interests in life outside his family. 

 

Public service throughout his lifetime 

In 1922 he became the secretary of the newly formed Portrush Branch of the RBL and during his lifetime 

held every office, being its President at the time of his death.   His involvement also extended to area and 

national levels where he also held office including Vice-President of the national RBL.  In spite of these duties 

Born in 1893 in the Bushmills area WR Knox (known as WR) came to live in 

Portrush as a young man. Like Captain Shutt he served his country during 

the First World War signing up in 1914 and rising to the rank of Sergeant in 

the Machine Gun Corp.  During 1918 he was in South Russia helping to hold 

back the advance of the Turks and for this received the Military Medal and 

the Russian Cross of St George. WR returned to Portrush after the end of 

hostilities and in 1921 opened a grocery business at the junction of Kerr 

Street and Lower Main Street.   
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elsewhere he never forgot his home town and was remembered for his outstanding work over many years 

as Benevolent Officer to the Portrush Branch. 

 
WR Knox in his role as Chairman of the Northern Ireland Area of the Royal British Legion introducing 93 year old William Crawford to the Queen 
Mother during a Garden Party at Stormont in May 1958.  Mr Crawford had served in the Royal Irish Fusiliers and remembered celebrating the 
Golden Jubilee of Queen Victoria in 1877. 

 

In 1929 he was elected to Portrush Urban District Council as the ex-servicemen's candidate with his 

popularity being shown by the large number of votes he received.  He went on to serve the Council, 

throughout his working life, until 1973 when the Council was disbanded.  He was one of its 26 Chairmen 

holding this office during 1932-33, 1939-1942, 1946-66 and 1968.  He was seen as hard-working and a 

champion of any deserving cause in the town.  He simply wanted the best for Portrush and this was 

demonstrated when at a meeting of the North Antrim Regional Committee he questioned why a Belfast 

architect was being use for building works at Ballymoney Tech, to which Portrush was affiliated, when there 

were local ones available.  At another meeting of the same Committee, he tried to get a secondary school 

established in Portrush to save pupils having to travel to Bushmills, Ballymoney or Coleraine. 
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In 1936 he was appointed as a JP for County Antrim - yet another way in which he served the local area.  Also 

that year he was elected President of the General Council of Municipal Authorities in Northern Ireland.  At 

this time the following tribute was paid  

 

'As one who takes a very prominent part in every social activity, Mr Knox has many friends, for his practical 

sympathy with every good cause has won him respect and esteem in every direction and he is one man whom 

Portrush would find it hard to do without'. 

 

In February 1938 he was appointed Secretary of the Portrush Branch of the RNLI a position he held for 35 

years with the exception of the war years when his wife deputised for him (for which she was awarded the 

RNLI Silver Badge).  He was succeeded in this role by his son JH Knox - it was certainly a family affair.  As with 

the RBL and Urban Council he worked for the good of everyone and this included putting to sea as a RNLI 

crew member. 

 

Members of Portrush Lifeboat crew, along with guest of honour Alderman R.G.C. Kinihan following re-dedication of Lady Scott on 
September 3rd 1960.  From left: Dougie McMullan, Alan McDowell, Robert McMullan, William Lee, W.R. Knox - Secretary, Gilbert 
Chambers, Alderman Kinahan, Sam Cunningham, James Stewart, Kenny McMullan  Photo courtesy of John Moore collection 
and caption courtesy of Hugh McGrattan’s book “From Laura to Katie”. 

 

When Britain was again at war, he re-enlisted in the Army in 1939 and was assigned to the 103rd Anti-Aircraft 

Regiment (Belfast) and served for five years taking part in the defence of cities such as Glasgow, Belfast and 

Londonderry during some of the very heavy air raids.  
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After the War he continued to run his grocery business but in 1949 moved it to Main Street alongside the 

Windsor Guest House for which his wife was responsible. 

 

Public Awards and Recognition 

His first of many honours came in 1925 when he was awarded the Royal Society's Humane Certificate in 

recognition of his gallantry in saving a man from drowning on Curran Strand. In January 1951 he was awarded 

the MBE in the New Year's Honours. In 1955 when he gave up secretaryship of the Portrush Branch of the 

RBL he was awarded the Legion's Gold Badge as a tribute to his 'long and ardent' work for ex-servicemen. In 

January 1961 he was awarded the CBE in recognition of his remarkable record of public service. In June 1967 

he was invited to London and awarded the RNLI's Gold Badge by Princess Marina, Duchess of Kent, in 

recognition of a long and distinguished honorary service. In 1972, like Captain Shutt, he received the ultimate 

accolade from Portrush by having a street named in his honour - Knox Park.  

Other Interests 

As well as the RBL, RNLI and Portrush Urban Council, WR was also associated with various other public bodies 

in Portrush including acting as a volunteer driver for the Fire Brigade, the Sea Cadet Corps, the Sports Council, 

the Hockey Club and the Voluntary Welfare Committee.  In addition, he was a member of the 'Union' Masonic 

Lodge and Portrush Presbyterian Church.   

 

He passed away at his home, The Windsor, Main Street, on 12th September 1976 aged 83 following a period 

of ill health.  He was survived by his wife, Elizabeth, and three sons, Bill, Jack, and Joe who at the time of his 

death was running the family business.  His funeral was said to be one of the largest seen in Portrush as there 

were representatives of all the societies with which he had been engaged over the years. As he was laid to 

rest in Ballywillan Cemetery many felt that his passing marked the end of an era for Portrush.  This extract 

from his obituary sums up his life 

 

 'He had been a friend and helper to so many in every walk of life, and while he had the strength, had served 

his country in remarkable fashion'. 

 

Our thanks to Frances for this excellent account of the life of one of the most prominent Portrush men in 

the 20th Century. We wish to acknowledge the contribution made to this article by Roberta Knox who 

provided images and an obituary by our much-loved local historian Hugh McGrattan.  

5th March 2022 


