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Ballywillan National School 

                               “A forgotten historical building” 

          by John Moore 

 
Like so many other buildings of historical interest in the Portrush area people drive or walk 

past this building without being aware of its historical significance, perhaps only remarking 

on its quaintness or unusual windows. The building is Ballywillan National School, Portrush 

(also known by Causeway Coast & Glens Council as “Quigley’s Cottage”). It is located on 

the Magherabuoy Road, Portrush, Co. Antrim nearly opposite the original entrance gates of 

Ballywillan Cemetery. 

 

Portrush Heritage Group have applied to the Historic Buildings Division of Department for 

Communities to have this building listed as a Building of Special Historic Interest. This 

building is of significant historical interest in the Portrush area and is deserving of being 

listed, protected from demolition or development and preserved for the future. 

It is currently in the ownership of Causeway Coast & Glens Borough Council but has recently 

been subject to consideration for disposal by the Lands & Property sub-committee. 

Image 1: Ballywillan National School North (front) Elevation 
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This former school building should be listed and preserved as it is important historically due 

to its original use as a place of education, its connection to and co-location with the (now 

ruined) Ballywillan Church, its place in the social and economic history of Portrush and it 

being the oldest School Building still standing in the Portrush area. J Bleakly in the Ordnance 

Survey Memoirs of Ireland for the Parish of Ballywillan refers to it as Ballywillin Parish 

School and states that it was established in 1829. The school would have been integrated 

into the new National Schools system introduced into Ireland from 1831 thus explaining why 

it appears on mid-nineteenth century maps as “National School”. 

 

 This was the first proper school in the Portrush area and would have remained in use until 

1853 when two new schools, male and female were established adjacent to the new Holy 

Trinity Church on, what is now, Main Street. These schools continued in use until the 

opening of the new Kelly Memorial School in 1896 on Victoria Street. This school, together 

with Mark Street School, closed in 1957 when the new Portrush Primary School on 

Crocnamac Road was opened and pupils transferred to it or to Carnalridge Primary School.  

The building, used for some time as a store for the council graveyard workers was restored 

some years ago to its present condition. The building is rectangular in plan, constructed of 

random rubble basalt. The original widow openings are rectangular but have been infilled at 

the top with red brick to create a lancet window shape. This change may have occurred 

when the council refurbished the building, however, I have no evidence to prove this. Prior to 

its use as a store the name of the building used by the Council i.e., Quigley’s Cottage would 

seem to imply that the building was in use as a residence. 
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The door of the building opens directly unto Magherabuoy Road and the building is enclosed 

on three sides by the graveyard of the, now ruined, Ballywillan Parish Church. Three square 

windows on the South wall are currently bricked-up but would have been the major source of 

daylight for the schoolroom. 
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 Image 2: Ballywillan National School South (rear) Wall 

 
 

Image 3: Ballywillan National School West Gable 
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Image 4: Ballywillan National School South East Gable 

The Ordnance Survey Memoirs of Ireland for the Parish of Ballywillan inform us, in “Fair 

Sheets” prepared by J Bleakly dated 26th October 1835: 

Ballywillin parish school, situated near the old church and on the leading road from 

Coleraine to Bushmills, a good house, slated, 32 and a half by 16 feet inside, 

established in 1829; income for the last quarter the master received from the Revd. 

William Mill, rector of the parish, 15 pounds, from pupils 4 pounds; expenditure: fuel 

provided by the children, house built by subscription and cost 70 pounds, viz. 15 

pounds collected through the parish, 55 pounds from the Revd. William Mill; 

intellectual education: books published by the Association for Discountenancing Vice; 

moral education: visited by the clergy of the Established Church; number of pupils: 

males, 9 under 10 years of age, 6 from 10 to 15, 15 total males; females, 8 under 10 

years of age, 10 from 10 to 15, 2 above 15, 20 total females; total number of pupils 

35, all Presbyterians; master James Greer of the Established Church. 

And in “Fair Sheets” prepared by Thomas Fagan in June 1838 under the heading “Social 

Economy – Schools”: 

Ballywillin <Ballywillan>, master James Harton, Established Church; pay school, 3s 

4d and 4s 2d per quarter annual income; schoolhouse stone and lime, would cost 20 

pounds; number of pupils by the Protestant return: 11 Established Church, 14 

Presbyterians, 2 Roman Catholics, 27 males, 13 females; incumbent gives 2 pounds, 

parish school. 
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The co-location of this building with the former Ballywillan Parish Church imparts an 

importance given the long history of that church. Believed to date to the 12th or 13th Century 

and described in Lewis’ Topographical Dictionary of Ireland 1837 as “an ancient, spacious 

and handsome edifice in the early English style, and is said to be the only one in the diocese 

or county, built prior to the Reformation, in which divine service is now performed”. It 

continued in use until 1843 when a new church was built in Portrush. The graveyard 

surrounding the Church and School contains many interesting graves including that of 

Dorothea Ross reputed to be the illegitimate daughter of King James II conceived during a 

stopover he made in Ballymoney on his way to the siege of Derry. Although denied by the 

King it is worth noting that her gravestone is said to have been erected by Queen Anne, her 

half-sister. On the headstone is the Stuart Coat of Arms and a Fleur de Lys. Also buried 

there are four military personnel from the Second World War which is unusual in that 

government policy was to bury and commemorate such individuals in Imperial War 

Cemeteries near to where they were killed rather than returning them to the UK. 

Portrush Heritage Group wishes to see this building remain in public ownership and is 

actively looking at ways in which it might be brought into a heritage related use which would 

be of benefit to the public. Within the vision of the Group is a desire to protect, preserve and 

promote the significant history and heritage of Portrush and the immediate area surrounding 

it. A recent attempt to keep the former RNLI Lifeboat House at Lansdowne in public 

ownership and, together with Port-an-Dhu harbour create a Heritage/Community Centre, 

water sports facility and alternative landing place for cruise ship passengers unable to use 

the main harbour because of choppy water in the West Bay was unsuccessful. This was 

mainly due to two factors: firstly because the Council, against the recommendations of the 

Lansdowne Masterplan prepared for their predecessor, Coleraine Borough Council, allowed 

the use of the former Lifeboat House to be separated from the use of Port-an-Dhu harbour 

resulting in the Heritage Group being unable to make a strong and viable economic case for 

the Lifeboat House on its own; and secondly the Council’s wish to see a major financial 

return from the building. Sadly, economics govern most things today and the maintenance of 

historical or heritage related structures or places is of lesser importance.  

 

That said, Portrush Heritage Group will continue to do everything within its power to protect, 

preserve and promote the significant history and heritage of Portrush for the benefit of 

generations to come. 

 

If you wish to support or contribute to the work of Portrush Heritage Group by becoming a 

member please contact chairman.portrushheritage@gmail.com of visit their website 

Discover Portrush.com. 

John Moore June 2022. 

The Heritage Group would like to thank John for his excellent research into the history of this 

important building. 
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