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Introduction
“History: gossip well told” - Elbert Hubbard, The Roycroft Dictionary
Magherabuoy House is just about as old as
Portrush itself, and has an interesting
history you might like to know more about.
Did you know, for example, the House was
designed over a century-and-a-half ago by a
world-class architect for a Scouse surgeon,
and was once the home of Northern
Ireland’s first Minister for Home Affairs?
Portrush and its environs claim a rich and fascinating history that I won’t
attempt to tell in any detail here, but I hope I can sufficiently ‘whet your
appetite’ so that you might go and find out some more for yourself.
Portrush started life as a fishing village, developed into a busy port,
became a tourist mecca, and to this day attracts visitors from near and far.
It has been put on the map by amongst other things Barry’s Amusements,
the Causeway tram, the White House, the Arcadia and of course
Magherabuoy House and its Hotel. It would be remiss of me not to note
Royal Portrush Golf Club famously hosted the Open championship in 1951,
and will do so again in 2019. There is always history yet to be written, and
maybe some of our local golfers will feature in it.
I hope you enjoy this short read. If you would like to share your own
memories of Magherabuoy House, the Hotel, or Portrush in general,
please get in touch and we may add your stories to future editions.
Trevor Clarke
General Manager
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Historic Coast
Portrush has long been known as a tourism destination and many see the
business of bringing people to the area as being a mainstay of the future
for the local economy. However, visitors to Portrush haven’t always been
welcome, and in the distant past most didn’t travel to these shores to
relax and take in the stunning scenery.
The area has been lived in for a long time, with evidence of human
habitation dating to the time of Neolithic man six thousand years ago.
Relics from this era can still be found close by, including the 4000 BC
‘Druid’s Altar’ near Magherabuoy and the ‘White Lady at Carnalridge –
both a short walk from the Hotel.
The coastal setting meant the area has long been prone to invasion. In
1002 AD, a Norse raid was defeated by the indigenous population at the
Whiterocks. The magnificent ruins of Dunluce Castle just 2 miles away
illustrate the extent to which fortified living was considered necessary
here through the ages.

Dunluce Castle
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It is reputed that in 1103 AD the O'Corrs, who had a castle at Ramore
Head, defeated Magnus Barefoot, King of Norway, at what is still known as
"The War Hollow” – the fourth hole of the Valley course at Royal Portrush
Golf Club. There have since been plenty of international battles of a
different nature at this world-renowned links course.
Further along the coast, the galleass Girona was famously lost by the
Spanish Armada in a fierce storm off the coast at the Giant’s Causeway in
1588, with the loss of 1,300 men. Only five are thought to have survived.
Treasure from the wreck of the Girona is exhibited at the Ulster Museum.

The Girona

Clans and Planters
Unsurprisingly perhaps, through the years local clans frequently fought
territorial battles - with each other, as well as invader. The wars between
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natives and planters had
major influences on the
nearby town of Coleraine.
Home to Mountsandel and
the
oldest
human
settlement on the island of
Ireland,
Coleraine
was
colonised by James I in the
period around 1610 –
Crest of The Honourable The Irish Society
receiving its’ Royal Charter
in 1613, and with it the right to hold markets, to trade and to send elected
representatives to parliament. The Honourable the Irish Society was
established at this time as a sub-committee of the City of London
Corporation to help make Coleraine a thriving town, and still exists to this
day as a self-funding, cross-community charitable organisation. Several
wealthy Coleraine merchants came to own Magherabuoy House.
During the Irish Rebellion of 1642, the Scottish General and leader of the
Covenanter army Richard Monro landed at Dunluce where he had been
sent to suppress the Irish rebels who had massacred Scottish settlers in
Ulster during the Irish Rebellion of the previous year. His army was
presented with locally-made brogues by the chieftain, Mac Manus. As a
result of this display of loyalty, Mac Manus was gifted land stretching from
Dhu Varren to Carnalridge, including the area where the Hotel now stands
at Magherabuoy. After attacking and taking Newry, Monro’s army went on
to relieve the 5-month siege of Coleraine.

A Princess’s Grave
th

Just a mile to the east of the Hotel stands the ruins of a 12 century
church, in the grounds of the old Ballywillan graveyard. Buried here, her
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grave marked by a headstone bearing the coat of arms of the House of
Stuart, is Dorothea Ross, who is said to be the illegitimate daughter of King
James II. Local legend suggests the headstone, also bearing a Fleur de Lys,
was erected on the instructions of Dorothea’s half-sister, Queen Anne.
In June 1689, King
James II of England
spent 3 days in the
Ballymoney
area
whilst on his way to
the Siege of Derry.
On its advance, the
King’s army forced
the population and
garrison at Coleraine
to flee to Derry
where they faced further siege.

Ballywillan graveyard

Whilst King James was resting up at Ballymoney he is said to have “taken a
shine” to a local farmer’s daughter. According to local historian Dr Bob
Curran, “the farmer thought he might gain some favour from the King by
offering his daughter for an evening’s companionship. This he did. King
James took him up on the offer but moved on after his short stay, never to
return.”
“It later transpired that the farmer’s daughter was pregnant. King James,
who actually had seven illegitimate children during his life, denied having
any relationship with the daughter of the farmer.”
Dr Curran continues: “The child she bore was called Dorothea, and was
brought up into a Protestant family. She subsequently married a wealthy
Coleraine merchant called Ross and died early in life, only in her twenties.
Local legend has it that she actually died giving birth.”
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Had Dorothea lived and survived King William III and Queen Anne, she
would have had claim to the throne of England – our very own ‘Game of
Thrones’. This nearby princess’s grave and her significance is largely
forgotten – but her life could have changed not only the monarchy, but
the political destinies of both England and Ireland.
Also alive in the Portrush area at this time was a giantess, Mary Murphy,
who was almost 7ft tall and was presented to King William III and Queen
Mary II in London. She married a French sea captain and left with him for
the continent where he exhibited her as a sideshow attraction.

The Townland
At this period in history, it is thought that salt flats (“Magheramena”)
separated what is now Portrush peninsula from the mainland. It’s amazing
to think that what was to become Portrush town was virtually an island
only 300 years ago. The locality known as Magheraboy – “the yellow plain”
- takes its’ name from the practice of growing oilseed rape, which grew in
a profusion of bright yellow flowers, in the fields stretching north from the
site of Magherabuoy House to the town of Portrush.
As political turmoil was replaced with economic hardship and recession,
one impact was significant levels of emigration to the New World.
Coleraine’s strategic and commercial importance increased as its’ position
as a “frontier” town and the English influence across the area increased.
In the 1720s, the tenants of the land on which the Hotel was later built
were farmers called Edmund and Widow Nelson. In addition to paying an
annual rent in cash, each year the Nelsons also had to provide their
landlord with 12 bushels of oats, and the work for four days of a man and
a horse!
13
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One of the ‘long’ or
‘outer’ liberties of the
town of Coleraine,
Magherabuoy in its
various spellings was a
town land of County
Derry, now County
Londonderry,
and
formerly the County of
Coleraine. In 1734, as
County Coleraine
part of the Earl of
Antrim’s estate, the area was surveyed by his agent Alexander Stewart for
the Honourable the Irish Society and referred to as ‘Magherabuey’. Today
we spell the Hotel ‘Magherabuoy’, whilst Transport NI spells the road
‘Magheraboy’.

The Port
Portrush, or in Irish Port Rois, evolved from what had been little more than
a fishing village comprising 30 cottages in 1800. After a harbour was built
in 1827, Portrush began to grow as a settlement in the 1840’s. Its’
expansion became much more rapid with the advent of railway to the
town in the 1860’s, and the subsequent development as a resort with fine
Hotels and Georgian housing.
It was in the 1850’s that Rev. James Law emigrated from Maddybenny, less
than a mile from Magherabuoy, to Canada, where his son Andrew Bonar
Law was born. In 1870 Andrew returned to the British Isles, spending time
living at Abbey Street in Coleraine, and receiving his education in Glasgow.
He later became Prime Minister (1922-23), the only British PM ever to
have been born outside the UK.
14
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Portrush Harbour, 1830s

Doctor’s Residence
Records show Robert Hamilton M.D. of 1 Princess Road, Liverpool, as
tenant ‘in fee’ of the townland of Magherabuoy in the late 1850’s.
Hamilton was a general surgeon and the son of an obstetric physician. He
practised medicine in Liverpool, where he was Surgeon to the Liverpool
Northern Dispensary; Assistant Surgeon to the Liverpool Eye and Ear
Infirmary; and later Surgeon to the Royal Southern Hospital. In his work he
is described as being “an earnest follower of Lister's teaching”.
Hamilton was also a sailor and it is believed he selected the site for what
was to be his grand villa whilst sailing off the Skerries, choosing elevated
land at the location of the old Nelson cottage which he began demolishing
in 1858. In 1860, the same year as the first lifeboat station was established
in Portrush, Hamilton constructed his residence known as ‘Seaview
House’, which was to be his retirement home. He was certainly looking to
the future, for at this time was only in his early thirties.
15
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Grand Designs
Hamilton instructed Ireland’s leading architect of the day, Sir Charles
Lanyon, noted for his splendid architecture at Belfast Castle and Queen’s
University, and the infamous
Crumlin Road Courthouse and
Gaol, to design his residence.
In addition to such substantial
public works, Lanyon took
many private commissions
such as Magherabuoy and
Castle Leslie in Fermanagh,
and designed at least 14
churches. As County Surveyor
for
Antrim,
Lanyon
engineered the coast road
between Larne and Portrush,
and it was this project that
brought him into the role as
architect and designer of
Magherabuoy House.
Sir Charles Lanyon
Griffith’s Valuation put a price of £30 on the completed property. What
became Magherabuoy House is now one of the oldest original buildings in
Portrush – listed in 1977 as a ‘grade 2B’ property because of its ‘special
architectural or historic interest’.
The exterior of the House bears classical Greek and Italian Renaissance
characteristics in its design. These influences are also apparent in the
interior of the building, with the staircase being taken from a ship,
features including Italian marble fireplaces, and door fittings from
manufacturers in Hamilton’s native Liverpool. The House had its own
servants’ quarters, and a conservatory or ‘sun parlour’. The porch inside
16
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the front door features original mosaic tiles in the form of the letter ‘H’,
presumably signifying the surname of the original owner, ‘Hamilton’.

Mosaic ‘H’ detail in front porch

The writer RD Girvan describes Magherabuoy House as “an excellent
stucco villa”, a typical country villa “in the Lanyon manner”. A Northern
Ireland Environment Agency report of June 2014 notes the interior
accommodation includes a “variety of original plasterwork ceilings of fine
quality and craftsmanship to principal rooms, including a range of
cornicing styles, including flowers and modillions with decorative frieze…
flower and vine with lamb’s tongue… and grape and vine with bead”.
Lanyon resigned his surveyorship and moved into politics, becoming Lord
Mayor of Belfast in 1862 and an MP in 1866. His company, Lanyon, Lynn &
Lanyon, went on to design Portrush Town Hall in the latter part of that
decade. Recently honoured in Belfast with his name being put to the city’s
prestigious Waterfront development area, Lanyon Place, Sir Charles first
had his architectural talent marked by the Hotel - our function room has
been known as the Lanyon Room since the Hotel began trading in 1987.
The passage of time has brought with it the encroachment of new housing
schemes in what was formerly agricultural land to the north of the House.

17
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These developments have eroded the impact that befits a grand building
on a stand-alone site.

Stately Home
In 1871 Dr Hamilton renamed Seaview House as ‘Magherabuoy House’,
and moved in with his family around 1894, having previously rented the
property to several tenants. The 1901 census records state that Hamilton
was then 73 years old and had retired from his work as a surgeon. The
records show he was married to Jane (68), and the couple had three
grown-up
children.
The
building return described
Magherabuoy House as ‘a first
class dwelling’, comprising 16
rooms. It refers to there being
a stable, three cow houses, a
dairy, a piggery, a boiling
house and a barn amongst the
out houses. In the next and
last Irish census, of 1911, little
had changed at the site,
although Jane Hamilton, the
doctor’s wife, had died and
Robert was being looked after
by a number of servants.
Magherabuoy House, 1950s

The Annual Revisions of 1917
record title of the property still in Hamilton’s name, despite his death in
1914. His daughter, Caroline Emily Hamilton, sold the property in 1918 to
Robert Lee Hogg. Hogg made additions to the site and as a result it
increased in value to £65 when his family sold it to David Whitley in 1927.
18
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Moore Browne, for whom the famous sailing vessel Kitty of Coleraine had
been built, also lived in the House for a while, possibly during the early
part of Whitley’s tenure as owner. Kitty was the inspiration for Jimmy
Kennedy’s ballad ‘Red Sails in the Sunset’. The annual Red Sails festival still
attracts thousands to the North Coast each July.
Continuing on the theme of events, 1929 saw a sporting occasion held
close to Magherabuoy House that still plays a major part in our tourism
economy and sporting calendar today. The event was the North West 200.
Alastair McCook writes: “The morning of the 20th April 1929 broke
brilliantly. As the minutes ticked towards the appointed starting time, it
was a perfect day in early summer. At the starting point at Magherabuoy,
almost exactly where the chicane is now situated on the course, a
grandstand had been erected on
the right hand side of the road.
Directly opposite were the pits,
where riders would stop to
refuel throughout the 200-mile
race.
A
marquee
selling
refreshments
was
erected
nearby, and a brass band
entertained
the
gathering
Early North West road racer
crowds. And here began what is
today’s largest outdoor sporting event.”
“At one o’clock – the starting time of the first North West 200 race – three
riders pushed their machines into life from the starting point at
Magherabuoy, and began the sloping, downhill run into Portrush. They
were A McIntyre, (Abingdon KD), R B Patterson, (348cc O.E.C), and RM
Osbourne (348cc Raleigh).” The race has progressed enormously through
the years, giving way only during the Second World War and the foot and
mouth outbreak of 2001.
19
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The most notable owner of Magherabuoy House was the Minister for
Home Affairs in the old Northern Ireland parliament at Stormont, Sir
Richard Dawson Bates. Bates acquired Magherabuoy House from Whitley
th
on 26 November 1935 and lived here until 1947.

Sir Richard & Lady Muriel Dawson Bates
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Bates was an interesting and controversial individual. Born in Strandtown,
Belfast, and educated as a boarder at Coleraine Academical Institution,
Bates was a solicitor by profession, and served as director and president of
Glentoran Football Club.
In 1906 Bates departed his legal practice for a career in politics. He
became a unionist Member of Parliament. Bates was Sir James Craig, later
Viscount Craigavon’s right-hand man for much of his political career. He
was an adept organiser and played a key role in defending the partition
settlement. During his years in office Dawson Bates was responsible for
setting up the Royal Ulster Constabulary. He was a controversial figure,
reviled by many.
Bates survived a parliamentary vote of censure in July 1942, but was
increasingly regarded as a political liability. He eventually left office in
1943, following the death of Lord Craigavon and the departure of Prime
Minister Andrews, amidst some acrimony concerning his performance in
office, not least the fact that he continued to commute from
Magherabuoy to Stormont by car, clocking up 30,000 miles each year at a
time of acute petrol shortages.
In his retirement, strained financial circumstances and the need for
security (he constantly required a police escort) led him to rent Butleigh
House, near Glastonbury, Somerset. Dawson, as he was known, died aged
th
72 on 9 June 1949. His body was flown back to Ulster for burial at
rd
Ballywillan Church of Ireland. His grandson, the 3 Baronet of
Magherabuoy, lives on the Isle of Man.
Bates was appointed OBE in 1919, Knight Bachelor in 1921 and was made
th
a Baronet of Magherabuoy, Portrush on 7 June 1937. He was married to
Jessie Muriel Cleland, pictured with him. The former drawing room of
Magherabuoy House has been given the name ‘Sir Dawson Bates’ in his
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honour. It is used by the Hotel to host conferences, wedding ceremonies
and as a private dining room.
Daphne Kirkwood’s (nee McLean’s) father James Jackson McLean was a
grocer and corn merchant in Coleraine, and she remembers her father
th
buying the old house from Sir Richard, in a deal that completed on 19
July 1947. During a visit to the Hotel in 2011, Daphne recalled that whilst
with her parents on a pre-purchase viewing of the House, she saw Sir
Richard had a pet monkey which was tethered to an Aga in the kitchen!
Whilst Daphne lived in Magherabuoy House there were tennis courts in
the grounds close to where the Hotel’s accommodation wing is now
situated.
The House had new owners again just eight years later, and came into the
title of Jessie Eliza Christie on 26th September 1955. Jessie was married to
the highly successful Coleraine builder’s merchant Daniel Hall Christie, CBE
DL, who had served in a number of high offices including MP (1933-37),
High Sherriff (1943) and Mayor (1944-46). Such was the esteem in which
Daniel was held in Coleraine, a school was named in his honour. Opened
on the town’s Ballycairn Road in 1967, the DH Christie Memorial Primary
School is still going strong today.

The Hoteliers’ Place
Next to take up residence in Magherabuoy House were the Fawcetts. Jack
and Elsie owned Fawcetts Royal Hotel, and purchased Magherabuoy as a
family home on 27th July 1965 for £10,000.
Their son Lyn recalls of the House: “There were extensive gardens,
outhouses, a large coach house, and stables for up 6 horses. It was a great
22
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social house; my parents used it regularly to entertain friends and business
contacts. The Duke of Bedford was one of many guests at the house. We
also had our family Christmas party for up to 40 people there every year.
The main entrance to the Hotel is now over what was a walled garden, and
the function room is built over the stable and coach house complex”.
Jack Fawcett, well known for his entrepreneurial character, had plans to
develop the outhouses, coach house and stables into a residential dive
centre, but was unable to get planning permission to allow him to do so.
Jack was elected to Coleraine Borough Council in 1973 and served on it
until 1977.
The Fawcetts sold the House in 1976 for £30,000 to the Mullan family,
who lived in the House until the early 1980’s, after which Magherabuoy
was to take on a whole new and very different lease of life.

Magherabuoy House, 1980s
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From House to Hotel
The Hilltop restaurant and Country Club traded under the ownership of
Brown & Tweed at the Magherabuoy House site from 1981-85. It was a
brave but short-lived enterprise. It soon gave way to a much more
ambitious hospitality venture, driven by a Co. Tyrone-based group of hotel
developers.

Country Club Menu, 1980s

The Griffin and Duncan families, who had established and were running
two successful hotels in both Kesh and Omagh, acquired Magherabuoy
House and an extended site in 1985. They began work converting and
extending the run-down listed building to a “Grade A” (and subsequently
3-star) Hotel.
The build took two years to complete and Magherabuoy House Hotel
opened for business in October 1986, a bold move to take at the height of
24
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Northern Ireland’s ‘Troubles’. In fact, Magherabuoy was the only Hotel
trading 12 months of the year in Portrush at that time.

Leslie & Sandra Griffin, 1977

Two of the founding partners, Leslie and Sandra Griffin, moved into the
upstairs accommodation in the House when the Hotel opened, and lived
there with their daughters – and pet Bull Mastiff – until the business was
sufficiently well established some 3 or 4 years later.
The other hotels in the group had nurtured reputations for good food, and
Magherabuoy was to be no different. The Hotel’s first Head Chef was a
New Zealander called Murray McKenzie, a talent ahead of his time in
terms of what he brought to the then-conservative tastes of Northern
Ireland’s north coast.
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Chef McKenzie’s a la carte menu, 1988

In its first incarnation, the Hotel’s accommodation wing consisted of 34
bedrooms, which were complimented by a further four self-catering
chalets. The Hotel also boasted a brasserie, restaurant, sauna, solarium,
and a large function room.
This function room was to integral to the Hotel’s success, not as a venue
for weddings or dinners, but as the nightclub, ‘Burberries’. For the best
part of two decades, Burberries attracted revellers from all over Northern
Ireland. The Hotel has hosted thousands of guests over the years, as well
as catering for conferences, exhibitions and weddings.
The Hotel has also been a major influence in a fair amount of weddings,
not least amongst its staff. Many employees met their future spouse
through their employment, including our longest-serving member of staff,
who is now our deputy general manager. There have been at least a dozen
marriages of people who met through their employment at the Hotel.
26
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Magherabuoy House Hotel, 1988

The Hotel has changed significantly since it first opened in the late 1980’s
– as a business it has had to anticipate new conditions in the market, and
evolve to meet customer needs and expectations. The most significant
period of change to the fabric of the original Hotel facilities were carried
out in the mid-2000’s, culminating in a substantial extension and
renovation scheme that saw the original accommodation wing demolished
and rebuilt.
Over the course of a schedule-challenging seven month redevelopment
project, the company invested £2.8 million in the construction of 55 new
bedrooms, and in remodelling reception, the Lanyon room and public
toilets. A further £200,000 was spent in 2008 renovating and redecorating
the House and the former nightclub – now the Causeway Suite. The Hotel
adopted the Best Western hotel brand in 2006, but left in 2012 to trade
again only under its own name.
One of the Hotel’s most unusual overnight guests stayed with us that same
year. It was during the Olympic Torch relay tour of the UK ahead of London
2012 that the Hotel played host to the Olympic Mother Flame – which
burns overnight in a special lantern during the course of the relay tour of
the host nation. As the location for one of three overnight stops during the
torch tour around Northern Ireland, the Hotel was locked down in a huge
security operation that had been 12 months in the planning, the like of
which we had never seen before or since. The attendance of the Irish
27

MAGHERABUOY HOUSE – A SHORT HISTORY
President Mary McAleese at a conference in the Hotel a few years
previous had attracted a lower-key security operation.
But for the other hundreds of thousands of guests who have stayed in
Magherabuoy House Hotel over the years their visits have, we hope, been
relaxing and enjoyable; after all our business is about creating memorable
experiences though quality facilities and attentive, professional staff.
No better example than the honeymooning couple who, after a two-night
stay at Magherabuoy in 2008, with the help of management sourced,
bought and transported home to England the same type of bed as
furnishes out accommodation wing… It says a lot when our guests want to
take our beds home!
Magherabuoy House Timeline
1858
1860
1871
1894
1918
1927
1929
1935
1947
1955
1965
1976
1982
1985
1986
2005

Site of former Nelson cottage bought by Dr Hamilton
‘Seaview House’ constructed to Lanyon design
Leased to tenants unknown by Hamilton
Renamed ‘Magherabuoy House’
Hamilton retires to Portrush and his grand villa
House purchased by RL Hogg
House sold to DE Whitley
First North West 200 started adjacent to Magherabuoy House
House bought by NI Minister for Home Affairs, Dawson Bates
House purchased by James Jackson McLean
DH & JE Christie acquire Magherabuoy House
Magherabuoy House bought by Jack and Elsie Fawcett
House sold to the Mullan family
Hilltop Restaurant and Country Club opens for business at site
House and restaurant bought for development as a Hotel
Magherabuoy House Hotel opens for business
Hotel extensively renovated and extended
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