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Heritage Group News
Welcome to Issue 5 of our Discover Portrush Magazine. The production of this magazine would not be 
possible without the support of the many contributors. We thank them and and our sponsor Halifax 
Foundation NI for their support of this Issue 5 and Issue 6 which will be published in the New Year.
In this issue we feature a newly commissioned historical painting of the Big Triangle when it was 
the Royal Portrush Golf Course. The painting, which is the work of renowned Historical Artist Philip 
Armstrong, portrays summer 1919 when competitive golf returned to Portrush after four years of 
War. The artist relied heavily on inputs from Royal Portrush Historians’, Kath Stewart Moore and Ian 
Bamford and Heritage Group’s Chair John McNally and Vice Chair John Moore.  Special thanks to 
John Moore for his local knowledge and extensive collection of maps and images. Thanks also to 
the Captain and Council of Royal Portrush Golf Club for their financial support towards the cost of 
creating the painting.
Another step in our Post-Covid recovery is the return of our Heritage Evenings which begin on Wednesday 19th October in the Portrush Atlantic 
Hotel at 7:30pm with TV Presenter Joe Mahon our guest speaker. The other dates for the Heritage Evenings are November 23rd, January 18th. 
February 15th , March 15th and April 19th.
Your 2023 Subscription  (£10) can be paid by direct transfer to our account or by cheque to the Treasurer. 
For e’payment please make sure you have annotated the transfer with your name and also sent a confirmation email to chairman.
portrushheritage@gmail.com
Direct Transfer to Danske Bank for the account of Portrush Heritage Group
Sort Code: 950679   Account Number: 50041629. 
By Post to The Treasurer, Portrush Heritage Group – c/o 10 Randal Park, Portrush, BT568JJ.
We will, from time-to-time, be sending email Heritage Newsletters and other Heritage related notices for your information. 
Thank you for your support, it has been a great source of energy that has kept us going strong during the past couple of difficult years.
John McNally Chairman.

Heritage Evening guest 
speaker Joe Mahon

We are delighted to welcome Joe Mahon as the guest speaker at our 
first Post-Covid Heritage Evening on Wednesday the 19th October in 
the Portrush Atlantic Hotel at 7:30pm.
Joe was a teacher working in Derry, teaching History and English, 
when he was approached by BBC Radio Foyle to talk about bits 
and pieces. He gradually moved into broadcasting as a producer, 
director and writer and once wrote a regular column for BBC Radio 4’s 
Woman’s Hour, before eventually becoming head of BBC Radio Foyle.
Joe owns a production company, Westway Film Productions, which 
he started in 1996.  Joe and his team at Westway, who produced his 
Lesser Spotted Series and Mahon’s Way, have proved consistently 
that when it comes to a home audience, people prefer a good yarn, 
well told, against some of the most stunning scenery, compared to 
the scandals and drama on TV.
Joe’s new series “Mahon’s Way”, which airs Sunday Evenings on 
UTV, sees him travelling the length and breadth of Northern Ireland, 
exploring the rich heritage, history and culture which make our place 
so unique. The series covers ancient townlands, castles, people, 
places, flora, fauna, rivers, lakes and all sorts of stories.
In this new series Joe uses drone photography to highlight the 
importance of subjects. Joe commented,
“ The drone not only gives us a beautiful bird’s eye view 
of the landscape, it also enables us to illustrate points 
of information e.g. you can tell your audience that the 
location of the Millin Bay monument was strategically 
important 5,000 years ago and they might accept your 
word for it, but when you have the drone flying in from the 
sea across the coast and the raised beach below, you can 
see exactly why they put it where it was because it is the 
first thing you see when you come into the land. The past 
is all around you and the more you understand about the 
past, the more it can unlock these wee secrets and feel 
that you really belong”.
The subject for Joe’s talk is 
“A life in broadcasting - 30 years on and still getting 
the hang of it”
Room numbers will be restricted so members and guests are advised 
arrive early. The Heritage Evening will also be streamed live. 

Joe Mahon TV Presenter, Producer of Mahon’s Way

Portrush Young Explorers
Young Explorer Portrush or “YEP! ” is an exciting educational resource 
that allows children to explore, experience and celebrate Portrush 
like never before.  YEP!, a teacher-led resource involving all Portrush 
Schools, was the brainchild of Heritage Group committee member 
Jade Thorne, a Portrush local and teacher at Carnalridge Primary 
School. 

Jade commented 
“Exploring and expanding knowledge of their own 
environment will give our kids a sense of belonging and 
who they are in the world and a sense of pride in their 
local area.  These things are so important for their mental 
health, especially after these particularly difficult and 
isolating years. The Young Explorer Portrush App offers 
movie clips presented by local actor Andy Porter to 
engage the children in a light-hearted and informative 
way and exquisite drone footage accompanies the 
adventures so that they can be virtual if it is not possible 
for children to be ‘out and about”.  
Portrush Primary School’s Young Explorers recently took to the 
beaches, streets, and shoreline to explore the 10 YEP! Adventures. 
Commenting on the experience their teacher Paul Hayes said,
“Before we set off on our adventure, we explored the drone 
footage of the route we were going to take; the children 
really enjoyed this bird’s-eye view and they were able to 
identify many of Portrush’s landmarks from this alternative 
perspective!  
Once we put on our ‘Hi-Vis’ vests we were off, checking 
in to the marked locations on the YEP app and taking our 
souvenir selfies along the way.  The children were full of 
chat about things they didn’t know existed right on their 
doorstep! 
This is now part of our planned outdoor learning, and all 
years are now set to discover Portrush!”
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A Centenary of Recreation 
at Ramore Hill
1923: The “New” Recreation Grounds
by Hugh McGrattan
The Portrush Recreation Grounds, laid out on level ground adjoining 
the east side of Ramore Hill, were officially opened on 29 June 1923 by 
the Right Hon. Sir Denis Henry, Lord Chief Justice of Northern Ireland.
The new arena replaced the town’s original recreation (or pleasure) 
grounds beside the railway station and owned by the railway 
company. 
The more organised facilities at Ramore Hill comprised four en-tout-
cas hard tennis courts, six grass courts, two bowling greens laid with 
Cumberland sod, an 18 hole putting green and a running track.
A greenkeeper’s house and a pavilion tea room were also included as 
part of the scheme, the putting green then being situated in the area 
now occupied by the children’s play area. The whole scheme was 
enclosed by a low concrete wall and a five foot iron railing, with four 
entrance gates provided.
The official opening of the Recreation Grounds was attended by 
several thousand visitors and residents. Music for the occasion 
was provided by the band of the First Battalion the Royal Sussex 
Regiment. A guard of honour was formed by the “B” Special 
Constabulary – a reserve police force set up as a result of the 
“troubles” following the partition of Ireland. They were then in camp 
near Portrush.

A large wooden pavilion with offices, changing rooms and a cafe was 
added a few years later and served until the 1960s when the present 
more  substantial pavilion was built.

The ambitious Recreation Grounds scheme - embarked upon by 
the Urban Council only after much   debate - proved to be one of 
the most successful projects carried out by the local authority. It 
provided a base for many of the activities which were to be hallmarks 
of a Portrush holiday for   the next 80 years. Indeed, even today  a 
Portrush without the Recreation Grounds is hard to envisage.
Tennis and bowling competitions, including some major events, 
brought many sporting enthusiasts to the town from the month of 
June onwards. The fireworks and musical tattoos offered top-of-the-
range pyrotechnics and the best of military bands. Ramore Hill was a 
superb natural viewing gallery capable of seating several thousand 
spectators. Thus was established an era of open-air entertainment 
that no other resort in the Province could match.

A view from the Hill of the official opening of the Recreation Grounds 
in 1923. The houses at old Ramore Street and Garden Court have 
since disappeared, replaced by maisonettes in the 1960s. None of 
the houses that were to occupy the high ground at Ramore Avenue 
had been built at that time but most of them, in turn, have also been 
replaced.

The old wooden pavilion, familiar to bowlers, tennis players and 
other users of the Recreation Ground for nearly half a century. It was 
replaced by the present pavilion in the 1960s.

Hugely popular fancy dress  carnivals during summer afternoons 
created colourful spectacles   in which anyone could participate. 
Newspapers all over the Province carried photographs of local prize- 
winners and provided huge publicity for the resort.
The role of the Portrush community in the organising and running of 
summer activities can never be over-emphasised. It began back in 
the mid-19th Century with the Improvements Committee set up to 
raise funds and provide amenities for visitors.
With the emergence of more organised forms of local government, 
the Committee’s role faded, to be replaced by the Portrush Sports 
Committee. This voluntary group, with the wholehearted support of 
the Urban Council, played a major role in the planning and running 
of events. Inaugurated in 1928 with Dr. William Porter, the resident 
medical officer of health, as chairman, the Committee met on a 
regular basis with councillors and council officials during the off 
season when events were planned and organised.
During its first season a major fireworks display was inaugurated, 
provided by the well-known and experienced firm of Brock’s 
Fireworks. Members of the Sports Committee acted as volunteer 
stewards and ticket sellers on the night and at other Council-run 
events, and thus was established a community role that continued 
into the 1970s.
That era of Council-run tourist activities has all but gone now and 
the couple of dozen events that once filled the annual Portrush 
Programme of Events has now been reduced to a few, although 
events such as the week-long  North West 200 Festival and the two- 
day International Air Show are on a level only dreamed of in those 
early days.
Tourism, entertainment and people’s tastes have changed and 
are changing, as is local government itself. Another new and 
expanded local authority took over in 2015, the fourth system of local 
government in the town since 1892. However, it should be remembered 
that the top-class tourist activities that are now overseen from 
the Borough Council’s headquarters in Coleraine were established 
through the foresight and enterprise of the local councillors of a now 
largely forgotten era
We thank Hugh Mc Grattan for granting permission to include this 
account of the original Recreation Grounds from his excellent book 
Portrush The Port on the Promontory.
2023 The “New” Recreation Grounds 
By John Beggs
The regeneration scheme comprises the Re-development of 
Portrush Recreation Grounds. This well-known site comprising 3.74 
hectares is based on the Ramore headland in Portrush and owned 
and managed by the Causeway Coast and Glens Borough Council. 
Portrush is an important settlement and one of the key destinations 
for visitors to the iconic North Coast. 
The pavilion located at the site is dated circa 1950s and the site has 
provided a mix of recreation, leisure, play and sports facilities for 
voluntary sports clubs, casual users and visitors over the years.  More 
recently the site has become an eye sore, underutilised and closed 
off to the public for much of the year.
In line with the ethos of the Levelling Up Fund, UK Government 
intervention was needed to address local needs and help the coastal 
town on its journey back into prosperity from decades of under 
investment.  The timing of this investment is also critical within the 
wider economic conditions and uncertainty caused by Brexit and 
Covid 19.  

The £3.3m regeneration scheme secured funding from both the 
Levelling Up Fund and the Department for the Communities and the 
construction programme commenced in November 2021 and is on 
schedule to complete in October 2022. 
The completed scheme design will comprise: public realm; bowling 
green, synthetic bowling training area; pavilion building, ‘Changing 
Places’ facility; large open recreational/event space; low level urban 
sports area; adventure style play park; designated disabled parking 
plus reinforced hard standing areas. 
We thank John Beggs and Wendy McCullough for providing details 
on the new Recreation Grounds which we look forward to visiting in 
the Recreation Grounds Centenary Year.

Architects Plan for New Recreation Grounds
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The Metropole Field -  
A Mecca For Sport
By Frances Wilson
Driving along the Coleraine Road it is hard to imagine that just before 
reaching the Metropole roundabout the land to the left, now densely 
built on, was once Portrush cricket and hockey pitch where the local 
clubs played for many years.  

PORTRUSH CRICKET CLUB (PCC)

PCC was formed in 1897 with the Reverend J Pim as President and 
a distinguished patronage that included the Earl of Antrim, Lord 
Macnaghten, two Colonels and a QC as well as the Belfast and 
Northern Counties Railway.  In July 1897 the Northern Constitution 
reported that PCC had 50 members and was using the field on the 
Coleraine Road - the Metropole field - as its grounds.  

The first recorded Club match was on 25 August against a Visitors 
XI from the Northern Counties Hotel.  The Manager of the Hotel, Mr 
F Audinwood, was Captain of PCC and keen to promote the sport 
in the town.  The Visitors XI, helped by the presence of a well-known 
cricketer from Surrey, defeated Portrush by an innings and 16 runs.  
A further defeat to Coleraine by 60 runs followed a few days later 
but the Club was up and running and would hopefully improve its 
performance in due course.

The next season was more successful with PCC playing 17 matches, 
winning nine, losing four and drawing four. However, Club finances 
were obviously a problem as there were two musical evenings in April 
to raise funds. 

In 1899 PCC played 20 matches during the season, winning ten, losing 
eight and drawing two. Opponents included Portballintrae and 
Hydepark from Belfast. They were also able to field Second and Third 
XIs, indicating a high level of interest in the game.

In July 1900 the Chronicle reported that PCC seemed to have had a 
resurgence with just over 100 members and new blood coming in to 
replace those who had retired or left the town.  Seventeen matches 
were organised with a further five for the Second XI although 
inclement weather led to the cancellation of several of these.  The 
Club decided to hold a ‘Cricket Week’ in August with matches against 
Ballinteer, Morecambe and Ballymoney but bad weather intervened 
and only one game was played - Ballymoney.

PCC had an excellent season in 1902 with home games against 
many of the top clubs in the North West of Ireland ensuring plenty of 
entertainment for visitors to the resort. On Coronation Day the Club 
entertained Cullybackey, easily winning the match by 168 runs with 
A Gaussen scoring 105.  Their successes continued in 1903 when the 
Club beat an Ulster XI by 39 runs.

In September 1909 a match between PCC and a team of visitors to the 
Northern Counties Hotel was mentioned in some detail in the Belfast 
Newsletter and seems to have been a very entertaining afternoon 
for all concerned.  The visitors’ team motored from the Hotel to the 
Metropole field with flags flying from their cars thus attracting a 
great deal of attention.  There was a large attendance to watch Mr J 
R Long of PCC take eight wickets for 34 runs and in doing so help the 
home team win by 82 runs.

At the AGM in February 1910, the previous season was described as 
satisfactory although a deficit in finances had been incurred.  To this 
effect an evening of music and drama was to be held in March to 
raise funds. It was unanimously decided to invite Mr P Kerr-Smiley, MP 
for North Antrim, to accept the office of President of the Club for the 
following year.

The fortunes of the Club seemed to have changed for the worse 
during the 1911 season.   Mr Kerr-Smiley had presented Ballymoney 
CC with a silver cup for a local league competition and PCC was 
one of five clubs to enter but they could not field a team and had 
to withdraw.  They did however continue to play friendly matches 
against local clubs from 1911 until 1914. The declaration of war in 
August 1914 curtailed that season somewhat and for the next 4 years 
there are no records of any matches being played.

Metropole Field c1914 courtesy of Memories in Focus

PORTRUSH HOCKEY CLUB (PHC)

The earliest mention of a Hockey Club in Portrush was in 
July 1900 when the Chronicle reported that the AGM of 
PCC was to be held in the Parochial Hall on 6 April and 
one of the items for consideration was the proposed 
formation of a hockey club. Whether this came to 
fruition or not is unclear but records show that Portrush Mixed Hockey 
Club functioned from around 1906 to 1909 and used the Metropole 
field.  There were no formal leagues or competitions at this time and 
Portrush played friendly matches against teams such as Coleraine, 
Ballymoney and Dungiven.  

During the 1909 season the Mixed Hockey Club was wound up and 
two separate clubs, PHC and Portrush Ladies Club emerged.  The 
official meeting to inaugurate PHC was on 29 September in the 
Osborne Hotel with 22 gentlemen attending, mostly local cricketers, 
and the Club was formed with the ubiquitous Mr F Audinwood as 
President.  The Captain, R A Bailey, was asked to negotiate for a 
suitable playing pitch.  Given the number of cricketers who were also 
PHC members it was hardly surprising that the Metropole field was 
chosen and secured for the season.  The first match was played there 
on Friday 8 October between two mixed teams.  Subsequent matches 
were played on Wednesdays - this being the half day in Portrush over 
the winter months at that time.

The 1910 season opened on Wednesday 5 October and again the 
Metropole field had been secured for the season.  The MP for North 
Antrim, Mr  Kerr-Smiley, presented a handsome silver cup to the Club 
for competition amongst the local teams on a knockout basis.  

The following year, the Kerr-Smiley Cup created a lot of interest and 
Coleraine, Portrush, Ballymoney and Garvagh took part, with Portrush 
winning the Cup by defeating Ballymoney 3-1 in the final.  

The 1912 season saw Portrush win both the Derry and Antrim League 
and the Kerr-Smiley Cup beating Coleraine 5-1. They also entered the 
Braddell Shield playing teams from further afield.  

1913 was PHC’s most successful season to date - they won the Antrim 
and Derry League, Kerr-Smiley Cup and were runners up in the 
Braddell Shield.

Hockey was suspended during the First World War and when it was 
revived in September 1919 it was decided to look for a new pitch.  
Meadow Park was found and the Club started to plan for the 1920 
season.

OTHER USES OF THE METROPOLE FIELD OVER THE 
YEARS

In the summer of 1913 a gymkhana was held 
there in aid of the Kelly Memorial School, and 
after World War II, the field was used by visiting 
circuses.  Building started during the 1950s and 
with that, the Metropole Field was no more - an 
era had ended. 

SOURCES
Bassett, G.H. 1888. Co. Antrim 100 years Ago.  The 
Friar’s Bush Press, Belfast 
Byrne, D.R. 2005. Vintage Port. The Ballywillan 
Drama Group, Portrush
John Moore for his assistance with Coleraine 
Chronicle & Northern Constitution various dates
Platt, W.H.W. 2001.  History of Coleraine Cricket Club 1853-2010. 
Coleraine Printing Company, Coleraine
Platt, W.H.W. 2009.  Portrush Hockey Club 1909-2009 Centenary Book. 
Coleraine Printing Company, Coleraine
Maureen Kane for permission to use her mixed hockey team image.
Tommy McDonald for permission to use Metropole Field Image from 
Memories in Focus.

Portrush Mixed Hockey Players, Photo courtesy of Maureen Kane
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Michael Portillo visits 
La Girona shipwreck 
location
By: Dr Rory McNeary – Principal Inspector of the Historic 
Environment Division DfC & Colin Dunlop - Marine Historic 
Environment Adviser DAERA

When the Spanish Armada sailed from Lisbon on May 28th 1588 it 
contained 130 ships, ranging in size from mighty vessels weighing over 
a 1000 tons to small dispatch-boats.  On board were some 30,000 
Spanish sailors.  Of this vast fleet some 40 ships failed to return to 
Spain and only a third of the men on board survived. At least 20 were 
believed to have gone down off the north and west coasts of Ireland 
but only six have been located, one of these is La Girona.

La Girona was a galleass, a large merchant ship with both oars and 
sails which was developed for military purposes.  It combined the 
speed and manoeuvrability of a galley with the sea worthiness of a 
galleon and with 50 guns on board it was deadly in combat if it was 
able to broadside another vessel.    

When the Spanish Armada was defeated by the English navy at the 
Battle of Gravelines the entire surviving fleet fled north with the aim 
of arriving back to Spain via the North Atlantic.  Like most the fleet La 
Girona was damaged in the battle but even with a badly damaged 
rudder she managed to safely make her way around the Scottish 
coast, eventually limping into Killybegs harbour in Donegal.  There, 
with the assistance of the Irish chieftain MacSweeney Bannagh, 
the rudder was repaired and she set sail again, seeking refuge in 
Scotland.   

On the night of 26 October 1588, after safely navigating past Lough 
Foyle, a gale blew up and drove La Girona on to the rocks at Lacada 
Point, just east of the Giants Causeway.  The point thereafter became 
known as the Spanish Rocks. It is estimated that there were 1300 
people on board, and of these there were only nine survivors. The 

survivors were sent on to Scotland by the local clan leader Sorley Boy 
MacDonnell of Dunluce Castle. MacDonnell is also believed to have 
conducted the first clandestine salvage efforts on the shipwreck but 
with the ship lying at a depth of 8-12m and most people at the time 
unable to swim it is unlikely that he was able to recover very much of 
value.

The Girona was not further investigated until 1967 when Robert Sténuit 
a professional diver and historian identified the wreck location 
from the name Port-na Spaniagh. Between 1967 and 1968 his team 
salvaged many treasures from the wreck, including cannons and 
gold coins and jewellery. The artefacts were purchased by the Ulster 
Museum and can be viewed in their Girona exhibition.

The La Girona wreck will be featuring in the new series of Great 
Railway Journeys, hosted by Michael Portillo, which will be shown on 
BBC 2 in the autumn.  Michael and his television crew were shown 
around the wreck site in the spring of this year by Dr Rory McNeary 
of the Historic Environment Division.  He was treated to a true 
experience of the north coast on the day of his visit as the sea was 
really turbulent with strong winds and rough conditions. The initial 
intent was to do some filming inside the shelter of the Skerries before 
heading to Lacada Point but the call was made by the skipper that 
the boat had to go to the Girona site immediately as the weather was 
fast deteriorating.  The stormy weather made things very lively  
on-board and nearly everyone was feeling a bit queasy, especially 
when trying to film and undertake interviews.  Thankfully everyone 
made it safely back to shore and once back in harbour everyone was 
able to laugh and joke about the experience and and Michael and 
the rest of the crew posed for photos with the crew.

Due to the historical importance of this site it has been protected 
under the Protection of Wrecks Act 1973.  This means that it is an 
offence to dive the site of La Girona without a licence granted 
by the Department of Digital, Culture, Media & Sport (DCMS) and 
administered through the Department for Communities: Historic 
Environment Division.  DAERA patrol vessels undertake regular 
inspections of the La Girona site to ensure no illegal dives are taking 
place.

You can also listen to a short discussion by Dr Rory McNeary (Marine 
Archaeologist with the Historic Environment Division) about La Girona 
here https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fnQ9chrq70E&t=12s 

Image from the Girona display at the Ulster Museum

Dr Rory McNeary, Clara Alavarez Alonso, Michael Portillo, Joe Breen.
(Rory is the Principal Inspector of the Historic Environment Division of 
DfC and Clara and Joe are from DAERA Marine Division) 

Girona wreck site from the sea
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The Beginnings of  
Golf in Portrush 
By Ian Bamford 
Author of Royal Portrush Golf Club’s – A History 1888 – 1988.

The Royal Portrush Golf Club, since its official opening in May, 1888, 
has played a prominent role in the history and development of the 
game of golf in Ireland and beyond. By 1888 the former fishing village 
was to have one of the finest harbours on the northern seaboard of 
Ireland, a fine railway terminus, a tramway running from the station 
to the Giant’s Causeway, two banks, four churches, some seven or 
eight public houses and its own Petty Sessions Court. 

The population was approximately 1600 and it had become by leaps 
and bounds a fashionable and progressive Victorian sea-side resort 
with excellent beaches and bathing places and a first-class hotel in 
the ‘Northern Counties Hotel’ (formerly ‘The Antrim Arms’).

With a regular passenger boat service from Glasgow to Portrush, 
which brought to the town in the summer thousands of visitors from 
the Clyde region of Scotland, and a regular train service from Belfast 
to Portrush, the scene was ripe for the development of the game of 
golf. 

The original ground (known as the large triangle) lay very close to 
the Railway Station and was owned by William Randal Earl of Antrim. 
The triangle comprised approximately forty acres altogether and the 
terrain was described in the Belfast Newsletter of April 2nd, 1888, as 
‘abounding in hazards of the bunker type’

The Club’s Official Handbook of 1930 recounts that early in the year 
of 1888 two Scottish-born Golf enthusiasts, George L. Baillie and Tom 
Gilroy visited Portrush. They were struck with the evident ability of 
the sandy hills or dunes in the vicinity of the railway station as a golf 
course. Several members of leading families interested themselves in 
the project: before long suitable land was obtained from Lord Antrim 
through the auspices of the London, Midland and Scottish Railway 
Company (Northern Counties Committee) and a nine-hole course 
was started.

Some of the players and their caddies at the official opening of the 
County Golf Club in Portrush on Saturday May 12th 1888

On the 21st day of April 1888, at a meeting held in the Northern 
Counties Hotel, Portrush (with H. H. McNeile of Belfast in the Chair) 
and attended by thirty or so men intent on developing golf in the 
area John Staples Alexander of Portglenone House, Portglenone, 
County Antrim was elected to be the first Captain of the County Club. 
George L, Baillie was elected as Honorary Secretary and W, Lawrence 
was elected as Honorary Treasurer, fourteen gentlemen were elected 
to form a provisional Committee and the formal opening was 
scheduled for Saturday 12th May 1888.

By September 1888, the membership of the Club was over 70, with 
an annual subscription of one guinea, but no entrance fee. In May 
1889. In the New Year’s Day competition of 1889, the forty or more 
competitors were to play over an entirely new nine holes. These new 
nine holes were confined to the town side of the Bushmills Road using 
the large triangle together with the small triangle.

 In May of 1889 moves were afoot to construct a new 18 hole links, 
using terrain across the Bushmills Road to supplement the nine hole 
links. In the third week in July 1889 four times winner of The Open 
Championship at Prestwick “Old Tom” Morris was in Newcastle 
County Down to play a 18 hole match against Royal Belfast 
Professional Alex Day. Day won fairly comfortably, and a return 
match took place at Portrush which Day again proved too consistent 
for the 68 year old veteran.  Before “Old Tom” departed from Portrush 
by Steamer to Scotland he suggested several alterations to the nine 
holes and approved the terrain across the Bushmills Road which were 
brought into use as an 18 hole course on the 1st of January 1890.

By the end of 1892, the membership had reached 370 there were two 
18 hole courses and the County Club (as it was then known as) had 
become The Royal County Club.

First hole at Metropole c1890 Courtesy of Memories in Focus

The quest for a site adjacent to the links and to the Railway Station 
and suitable for a grand Clubhouse did not take long; one was 
selected at the town end of the large triangle and on the 27th June 
1892, the prestigious new Clubhouse was opened and was to remain 
the home of the men’s club until 1946 when it became the home of The 
Royal British Legion. 

At the A.G.M. in July 1892 the Club’s second Captain – Captain 
James Martin McCalmont , a member of parliament for East Antrim, 
reported to the meeting that Prince George, Duke of Yorke, had kindly 
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consented to become patron of the Club. By 1895 the Prince of Wales 
(later King Edward VII) kindly consented to be its patron and the club 
changed its name to Royal Portrush Golf Club.

Golf Clubhouse from 1892 to 1946:  copyright Royal Portrush Golf Club

The first AGM of the Ladies Club took place on Saturday 24th June 
1893 when Mrs Magill was elected as the first Lady Captain. By 1899 
the Ladies’ membership was approximately 290 with May Hezlet 
winning the first of her three British Championships.

We thank Ian for his most interesting contribution and the Royal 
Portrush Golf Club for granting permission to use their images and 
text. 

Golf in Portrush c1919 Painting

The painting of golf being played in the Big and Small Triangles is 
the work of renowned Historical Artist Philip Armstrong. It portrays 
summer 1919 when competitive golf returned to Portrush after four 
years of War. The artist relied heavily on inputs from Royal Portrush 
Historians’, Kath Stewart Moore and Ian Bamford and Heritage 
Group’s Chair John McNally and Vice Chair John Moore.  Special 
thanks to John Moore for his local knowledge and extensive 
collection of maps and images. Thanks also to the Captain and 
Council of Royal Portrush Golf Club and the Halifax Foundation NI for 
their financial support in securing this important historical record of 
the beginnings of golf in Portrush c1919. 

Competitors in 1895 Ladies British Open Ladies Amateur 
Championship held at Royal Portrush
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SWELL 2022
The start of October saw the return of the Swell Festival for the third 
year running, building community through creative, cultural and 
wellbeing experiences in, on and by the sea.

A window art trail and poetry trail began to appear in town centre 
shop windows in the week leading up to the festival. This time the 
programme was bigger and more varied than before, expanding 
beyond one weekend into a two-week period of activity.

Swell hosted several exhibitions, including ‘Royal Connections’ by 
Portrush Heritage Group at the White House. Evana Bjourson and 
Adrian Margey created an interactive exhibition of paintings and 
poetry called ‘Seascapes and Seascripts’. ‘Windows’, curated by 
Gillain Hallam, encompassed 28 artists’ work displayed in displayed 
in eighteen shop windows. Abstract painter Jonny McEwen created 
a solo show inspired by the sea for the Arcadia, which continues until 
the end of this month.

Swellscape by Jonny McEwen

A host of wellbeing workshops held in the Arcadia, Portrush Atlantic 
Hotel and outdoors proved extremely popular, especially the sound 
bath (a first for Swell), the Superhero Sunday Junior Parkrun and 
outdoor baby yoga. 

© Stuart Vaux
Baby Yoga on East Strand with Calm & Connected

This year’s Swell Ideas event drew from current social behaviour 
research at Ulster University into littering habits. Workshop 
participants contributed to the research by coming up with 
innovative motivational tools to change littering habits, and 
afterwards joined a community litter pick.

A seaweed foraging session drew from traditional knowledge to 
explore a more sustainable approach to our local food resources. 

Seaweed foraging with Rathlin Seabites

Paul Hutchinson returned with some brand-new stories told in the 
unique and historic location of the RNLI Boat House on Kerr Street.

The first in-person Pub Poetry event attracted a large crowd at 
Kiwis Brew Bar and proved to be an extremely moving and uplifting 
evening. The following evening, a series of documentaries celebrating 
our relationship with the sea were screened by Portrush Film Theatre 
in the newly restored Playhouse, including ‘Keep it a Secret’ by Sean 
Duggan, featuring interviews with well-loved pioneering surfers from 
Portrush. Both evenings were rounded off with music, from local 
acoustic duo Greg and Ciara and the energetic traditional quartet 
‘Tippin’ it Up’.

     
© Stuart Vaux
Paul Hutchinson reading at Pub Poetry, Kiwi’s Brew Bar 
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© Stuart Vaux
Greg & Ciara, Portrush Atlantic Hotel

By far the most popular event was the Fun Palace, the last event 
to be held in Kelly’s Village before it is dismantled and relocated 
indoors. Over 200 people of all ages came to join in a variety of 
playful creative activities including art, craft, poetry, storytelling, 
music, juggling and magic.

The Swell volunteers would like to extend a heartfelt thanks to 
everyone who participated, and the over eighty local independent 
businesses, community groups, artists and wellbeing practitioners 
who supported the festival, including our valued partner Portrush 
Heritage Group. Our thanks too to Portrush Community Enterprise, 
Translink and Flowerfield Arts Centre for providing additional support 
to extend and improve the programme.

© Stuart Vaux
Illustrated haikus created at the Fun Palace, Kelly’s Village

Over the main festival weekend 
Swell continued to ask – what is 
your wildest dream for Portrush? The 
postcard submissions will be collated 
and interpreted and the main themes 
and ideas that emerge will inform 
next year’s festival programme.

If you would like to share your wildest 
dream, then please email Swell at 
swellportrush@gmail.com
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REACH – PORTRUSH: 
Reaching Out
In 2017, Valerie McDonald (Val to those who know her) had 
the idea to run some form of Christmas Dinner.  Val had 
become aware of some local residents who being alone, 
were dreading the Christmas season, and felt if they had 
something to look forward to on Christmas Day; perhaps 
some company and a meal would alleviate their loneliness 
and stress by bringing some joy into their lives.  

Val had little idea of what to do, how to organise, where to 
hold the dinner, who to invite and how to approach people, 
but the idea was there and soon progressed with the help of 
a small, dedicated team. 

Hence REACH was formed in 2017, aimed at providing events 
and a point of contact for local Portrush residents, mostly 
the elderly and vulnerable.  This was due to the willingness, 
kindness and generosity of family and friends.

So, to the first REACH function, the 2017 Christmas Day dinner. 
A venue had to be found; the Town Hall was not available, it 
was a Public Holiday, a local community centre did not exist.  
So where?  The use of Kelly Hall was very generously offered 
by Holy Trinity Church and accepted, even though there was 
no affiliation to the church.  The function was open to all in 
the community who may be in need of some kindness, in 
other words this was REACH literally REACHING-OUT.

Pre Covid-19 several other events per annum were organised, 
catering for approximately 70 persons per event. These 
included an Autumn Supper, Christmas Day dinner, which 
later moved to the Yacht Club, Pantomime outing to the Town 
Hall, Spring Supper, and Summer bus trip to Ballycastle for 
fish and chips at a well-known establishment at the harbour.

With the onset of Covid-19, and unable to socialise, the need 
for continuing support was identified.  During this period, 
REACH operated a food bank from Holy Trinity parochial 
hall, supplying weekly on average 150 bags of groceries and 
delivered approximately 90 meals to those in need. 

Post lockdown REACH continue to deliver on average 30 
meals and what we call a goodie bag containing some treats 
and groceries. This also afforded the team the opportunity 
to keep a discrete watch on our guests and organise further 
support when identified. Food was also provided to two 
school breakfast/afterschool clubs.  

 

Val McDonald, Alex McNaul and Margaret McFadden  
plating meals

When able to socialise once again, REACH initiated a weekly 
afternoon/coffee session, providing an opportunity for our 
guests to socialise and have a chat. This is proving very 
worthwhile in being an open gateway for the disadvantaged 
and maintaining contact with each other.  Other activities 
have included a picnic in the park at Dunluce Park, Surf 
Project, and Autumn Supper with entertainment at Rathmore 
Golf Club.  

Our most recent event was an afternoon tea with 
entertainment at Kelly Hall, attended by over 70 guests.  It 
was great to be back!

Guests in Kelly Memorial Hall

“Ukes at the Port” entertaining guests in Kelly Memorial Hall

Being local, REACH has a very proactive network of volunteers 
with great local knowledge, enabling the group to offer 
limited support to the bereaved or ill persons within the locale 
when identified. In addition, REACH has assisted with some 
fuel poverty relief.  

Being voluntary and unfunded, the group is very dependent 
on the good will of a team of dedicated volunteers, without 
whom this valuable service to the community could not be 
provided. We are indebted to those who offer us weekly 
voluntary donations of food and finance, alongside local 
traders giving generous discounts on their supplies.  

From modest beginnings, REACH has progressed.  At all our 
events and weekly deliveries, the emphasis is on providing a 
warm welcome to everyone, a hot meal and entertainment 
when appropriate, and an opportunity to socialise….no 
questions asked.

To everyone involved, those making donations, the volunteers 
and entertainers, a huge thank you from Team REACH.

Our thanks to REACH volunteers Billy McNaul and Valerie 
Thompson for this article. You can contact “REACH Portrush” 
through their Facebook or the town’s Churches.



11

HOMEBIRDS
Days out getting to know birds and places 
around Northern Ireland 
Anne Marie McAleese & Dot Blakely In this 
warm and personal book.
Anne Marie McAleese, presenter of BBC 
Radio Ulster’s Your Place and Mine, 
together with birdwatching expert Dot 
Blakely, write about over 40 places they 
have visited and the birds they found 
there. They talk about oystercatchers, 
fulmars, pied wagtails, buzzards, kestrels, 
whooper swans, the annual return of 
the Brent Geese and much more. A 
combination of memoir and nature 
writing, the book covers the whole of Ulster, and is illustrated with 
more than 100 stunning photographs, generously provided by fellow 
birders, creating an uplifting celebration of our landscape and 
natural world. 
Before meeting Dot, Anne 
Marie knew that birds flew 
and that there were a lot of 
them. More than two decades 
later, Anne Marie and Dot’s 
regular chat on the radio is as 
popular as ever with listeners, 
and Anne Marie continues 
to be an enthusiastic birding 
student while peppering their 
unique conversations with 
weird and wonderful facts 
about the places they visit. 
Along with Anne Marie’s recollections of their many adventures 
together, Dot demonstrates how to hand feed the birds, how to 
identify them by sight and sound and provides incredible insights 
into how birds think and why they behave as they do. There are also 
sections on the dos and don’ts of nest boxes, feeding, and attracting 
birds to your own garden. 
Homebirds is the perfect way to get to know the birds of Ulster and 
the beautiful places they can be found.
Available at £12.99 from all good book stores or online from Blackstaff 
Press and Amazon
ISBN 978 1 78073 340 1  PUBLICATION DATE 28 October 2022

Royal Connections 
Exhibition
Our contribution to this year’s SWELL Festival was an Exhibition in 
the windows of The White House, Portrush between the 3rd and 9th 
October of Legendary and Factual Local Royal Connections. 

Royal Connections Exhibition

The project stemmed from nominations submitted to the Council’s 
Museum Services for consideration in their Royal Connections 
Heritage Trail Project.

Our Royal Connections included The Ballywillan Princess - Dorothea 
Ross, The War Hollow - King Magnus Barefoot and The Royal Portrush 
Golf Club. We could not have staged the exhibition without the 
support of The Honourable The Irish Society, Royal Portrush Golf Club, 
Portrush Community Enterprises and The Halifax Foundation NI. We 
thank Mr Neville Moore for allowing us to host the Exhibition in the 
White House windows.

We thank Paul and Clare Ross for their excellent research into, 

The Mystery of the Ballywillan Princess Dorothea Ross. 
In Ballywillan Old Churchyard there is a flat gravestone belonging 
to Mrs Dorothea Ross, wife of John Ross, a Merchant in Coleraine. 
Folklore records that Mrs Ross was the illegitimate daughter of King 
James II, who ‘dallied’ with Dorothea’s mother when he was enroute 
to the siege of Derry in 1689/90. The date on her gravestone has 
exercised historians and scholars. Her gravestone was said to be 
erected by her half-sister Queen Anne.

At the grave of Dorothea Ross from back left, John White,  
Jim Cavalleros, Canon John McKegney, front Billy McNaul,  
Mayor Councillor Richard Holmes, Dr Nic Wright – Museum Services, 
John McNally.

The Legend of King Magnus Barefoot.
Legend records that the 
part of the golf links at 
Royal Portrush Golf Club 
known as the “The War 
Hollow” was the scene 
of an ancient battle, in 
about 1102, between the 
chieftains of the Route 
and Magnus Barefoot, 
Viking King of Norway. 

Magnus was the last 
Norwegian King to fall in 
battle abroad and  
is understood to have 
said, “Kings are made for 
honour, not for long life”.

Drawing by Brian Willis

The Royal Portrush Golf Club. 
The Club, formed on 12th May 1888, was known as The County Golf 
Club and was granted Royal Patronage by the Duke of Yorke (later 
King George V) on the 25th June 1892.  In April 1895 the Club changed 
its name to Royal Portrush Golf Club with the Prince of Wales (later 
King Edward VII) agreeing to be its new Patron.

The original golf course was contained within the Big Triangle 
bounded by Sailsbury Terrace, Crocnamac Road and Bushmills Road 
with the first hole playing to the Metropole Corner.

On the 28th June 2016 her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, the Club Patron, 
visited the Royal Portrush  Clubhouse during her 90th Birthday Tour 
of Northern Ireland. It was the first time Queen Elizabeth II, the Club’s 
Patron, had visited a golf Club during her Reign. 

HM Queen Elizabeth II with Sir Richard McLaughlin the Club Captain. 
Photo courtesy of Royal Portrush Golf Club

We thank the Captain and Council of Royal Portrush Golf Club  
for allowing access to their publications.
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Old Ballywillan Church - 
our oldest building?
By Hugh McGrattan
THE ruins of the ancient church known locally as Old Ballywillan stand 
in solitude on a hill one mile to the south of the peninsula of Portrush. 
Dating from the late 13th or early 14th century, these remains probably 
represent the district’s oldest existing human-made structure.

Old Ballywillan Church, Photo courtesy of Mervyn McKay

A Christian settlement is believed to have been founded at 
Portrush in very early times, possibly in the late Fifth or Sixth Century 
and presumably by the successors of St. Patrick. The earliest 
ecclesiastical establishment known to have existed at Portrush – or 
more properly Portrosse, given the period of its estimated existence 
– is the so-called “abbey” which once stood on gently sloping ground 
overlooking the eastern shore of the promontory.

Ordnance Survey c1900

Part of the site later became the gardens of the Northern Counties 
Hotel. Its popular title in my childhood was Counties Green. Now it is 
formally called Antrim Gardens, as are the row of houses that fringe 
its southern boundary,

The abbey was in existence for some hundreds of years but there is 
no real record of its demise. What is known is that what remained of 
it in 1642 was the subject of the belligerent attentions of the army of 
General Robert Monro, sent over from Scotland to quell the bloody 
rebellion that was then sweeping Ireland. 

The soldiers are said to have left only a few walls of the abbey at 
Portrush standing. It may have been restored later, but probably 
John Rennie’s labourers completed the job of demolition, though with 
nobler intentions, when they built the harbour nearly 200 years later. 
By the early nineteenth century it was being used as a shelter by the 
fishermen of the village drying or mending their nets. 

Even before the destruction of the abbey, parishioners from the 
largely rural area were worshipping in the hilltop church It cannot 
be said with any certainty when Old Ballywillan was built, but it 
eventually replaced that ancient place of worship on the peninsula. 
The fact that it was sited in the countryside is an indication of the 
lack of any kind of town or substantial village near the seashore at 
the time.

Dr. Richard Mant, Bishop of Down, Connor and Dromore (1823 to 
1848), in his History of the Church of Ireland put the date of erection 
of this newer church to be in the 11th or 12th centuries, but it is more 

generally accepted now by historians that it was no earlier than the 
13th century. However, it is possible that there was an earlier church 
on the site which was rebuilt.

Samuel Lewis, whose Topographical Dictionary presents an 
interesting picture of the area in 1837, describes it as “an ancient, 
spacious and handsome edifice”, the only church in the diocese or 
county built prior to the Reformation in which divine service was then 
still being performed.

In the eastern gable are the heads of two long lancet windows and 
there were two smaller lancet windows in the north sidewall. The west 
gable admitted light through a high lancet window widely splayed 
towards the inside. It was possibly at the end of the 16th century when 
the church began to be used for Protestant worship that the narrow 
lights were converted into broad round-headed windows.

Ballywillan Church had experienced another less destructive 
onslaught just 20 years after Monro, when soldiers of the recently 
restored Charles II arrived to make sure that worship was being 
conducted in correct Episcopalian manner. As a result, the Scottish 
vicar, Gabriel Cornwall, who refused to be re-ordained by the 
Bishop, was evicted, along with some of the parishioners. They 
established the Presbyterian congregation of Ballywillan, initially 
with some caution, but eventually building a meeting-house at 
Ballymacilvennon, a few fields west of the original church.

Repaired and re-roofed, the old parish church remained in use well 
into the 19th century. By then the western half of the building had 
been abandoned and it was the only pre-Reformation church still 
used for public worship.  

In 1837 the select vestry decided to erect a more convenient place of 
worship. The vestry minutes of 30 October record that the ancient site 
was “for many reasons inconvenient”. It was felt necessary that a new 
church be built in the town of Portrush or its immediate vicinity. The 
Lord Lieutenant and Council of Ireland gave their permission and the 
last service in the old church was held on 18 September 1842.

Today, the medieval walls are a ruined but picturesque landmark. 
New interments within the church graveyard are rare, a town 
cemetery having been constructed just across the road in the 1930s.

There are many interesting graves 
in the old cemetery. One of the 
oldest, situated within the walls 
of the church, is dated 1734 and 
bears the Boyd Arms. Directly 
behind the church is the alleged 
burial place of a natural but 
illegitimate daughter of James II.  

There is no reason to doubt the 
parentage of “Princess” Dorothea. 
Illegitimate offspring of the 
aristocracy were not uncommon. 
The inscription on the gravestone, 
which still bears traces of a coat 
of arms, has long disappeared, 
but according to the Ordnance 
Survey Memoir of 1834 it gave 
the date of the passing of Mrs. 
Dorothy Ross as 11 December, 1713. 
She was then “in the 42nd year of her age”. This would mean that 
Dorothea was born in 1671. But James, brother of Charles II, did not 
become king until 1685. The mystery of the Ballywillan Princess gets 
even more mysterious!  

Quigleys Cottage, Photo courtesy of Mervyn McKay

Less mysterious are the origins of the attractive little cottage on 
the roadside adjacent to the main entrance to the old church. It is 
known as Quigley’s Cottage but was built as the first parish school. 
Its future is now much in balance. However, as forthcoming issues of 
the Heritage Group magazine will reveal, its survival is still a matter of 
much concern to Portrush historians! 

Grave of Dorothea Ross


