Westport House and the Brownes

In the beginning................ 1580-1711

Over 400 years ago the first John Bowne arrived in Mayo and settled at the Neale near Kilmaine. He was a son of Sir Antony Browne of Cowdray Castle in Sussex who was Master of the Horse to King Henry V111, a great landowner, and powerful at Court.

John Browne 111 ( b.1638  d. 1711 ), a great grandson of the original John, was the beginning of a long line of Brownes and a House that is today - over 300 years later, still evolving, still very much alive and still privately owned by the Browne Family. 

In 1669 John Browne married Maude Burke, daughter of the 3rd Viscount Burke of Mayo and  great-great-grandaughter of Grace O’Malley. John  was an able man, who made money rapidly and acquired vast estates in Mayo and Galway, including much to their resentment most of the property of his now inlaws, the Burkes. This included also the ruined O’Malley Castle, Cahenamart “the stonefort of the beeves.”  

In 1679-83  John began to build the first Westport House right here on the foundations of one of Grace O’Malley’s 16th century Castles.  At this time there was no dam or lake and the tide rose and fell against the walls.

John was a successful lawyer and a  staunch Jacobite, and took a prominent part in supporting the cause of James 11 in ireland. 

John maintained ironworks at Knappagh, Foxford and Westport where he made firelocks, bayonets and ball of various sizes for the army of King James.

Few of his possessions remain in the House. There is a silver candlestick inscribed from Patrick Sarsfield, a sugar caster, some silver dinner plates and a mirror. 

1711-1780

Peter Browne  b. 1670  d. 1724

Peter Browne succeeded his father in 1711. 

Peter was  twenty – one when his world collapsed at  the Siege of Limerick.  He spent  most of his life, at first helping his father and then alone paying off debts  incurred in the Jacobite War.

Peter Browne  lived mainly at Mount Browne, a house built in about 1700, close to Westport. Westport House became unlived in after his father’s death. He changed Cahernmart to Westport and made the harbour - the small cove at the bottom of the Quay Hill. 

Peter like his father was a was a lifelong Catholic- doomed to failure in the world’s eyes. In 1707 he married Mary Daly, daughter of the Rt. Hon Denis Daly. Their daughters were brought up as Catholics and his only son John 1V as a Protestant.

Peter Browne died in 1724 and is buried at Burrishoole, one of Mayo’s great Catholic cemetries and was succeeded by his son John 1V.

1724 -1776

John Browne 1V – The 1st Earl of Altamont b. 1709 d. 1776

Young and ambitious John’s life at Westport was a complete success story.  In 1709 he married Anne Gore, sister of the 1st Earl of Arran. She herself was enterprising and masterful so together they were quite a team.

 In 1730 John Browne started to build Westport House as it is today. 

The East front ( Front entrance side ) of the House was designed by the famous German Architect Richard Cassels, who also designed Carton, Haselwood, Russborough and Leinster House.  This first phase of the House was not large but fitted well into the dramatic setting.

The cut limestone is of the highest quality taken from the quarry south of The Farmyard. This work was all done by local craftsmen. John and Anne used to ride over from Mount Browne where they continued to live while the build at Westport evolved.

At the top of the East Front the Pavillion, which shows three small windows, was built as a children’s bedroom – the windows set high for safety.

From the plans made in 1773 the ground floor contained

1.Waiting Room, now the Library  2. Front staircase, now the Anti- library 

3.  Living Room, Now the Front Hall  4. Back staircase, now part of the present Drawing Room. 6. Dressing Room, now East end of the Long Gallery.

With the exception of the Dressing Room and a similar room, the House was only one room deep built round an open courtyard.

The House Bridge was built in 1734, the stable Block in 1735, the church - now a ruin - and the two waterfalls on the river in 1736. Both the waterfalls had salmon leaps. In the 18th century The Carrowbeg, Westport’s river, was noted for salmon. 

In 1778 John hired Thomas Ivory to draw up plans for an extension to the House but they were not carried out during his lifetime.

The town of Westport was on the now Front Lawn up until the 1780’s when John relocated it to where it is now . Designed by James Wyatt it is one of the few designed towns in Irend. He built good houses and  let them very reasonably to weavers, gave them their looms, and lent them money to buy yarn. He then planted extensively in the demesne.

John was passionately interested in agriculture and estate management.

The 18th century was a great age for titles and John was enobled three times. In 1768 he became Baron Mount Eagle; in 1770 Viscount Westport and in 1771 The 1st Earl of Altamont ( High mountain ).

1776 – 1780

Peter Browne – 2nd Earl of Altamont  b. 1730 d. 1780

Peter inherited the title when his father died in 1776 and held it for only four years before his early death aged fifty.

Peter married Elizabeth Kelly, only daughter and heiress of Denis Kelly of Lisduff, Co. Galway and Chief Justice of Jamaica. She brought the Jamaican Estates into the family, an enormous source of wealth, until the 2nd Marquess of Sligo – Howe Peter ( Peter’s grandson ) was appointed Governor of Jamaica in 1834. He was the first to emancipate the slaves on the family’s Jamaican plantations. 

Peter rebuilt the south wing to the Thomas Ivory plans that his father had done but had not carried out. Ivory’s south facade shows a delicacy quite unlike Cassel’s bolder work on the East. It has tuscan pillars, and the date 1778 within the pediment, all in very low relief. In the hall where  the oak staircase once led to the south entrance, before the wing was added, Thomas Ivory is at his best. The cornace ceiling reveils a series of designs: Earls Coronet; Arms – Browne; female busts in profile, and the Greek letters AU11E in cartouache. These represent the date calculated according to Greek notation.

1780 -  1809

John Denis – 3rd Earl of Altamont/ 1st Marquess of Sligo  b. 1756  d. 1809

John Denis succeeded young and lived long and like his grandfather was passionate about the farm and estate.

He made the lake at the House by damming the Carrowbeg river. He Planted hardwoods extensively, laid out the principal streets of Westport as they are today, and completed the square of the House. He engaged James Wyatt to decorate his new Long Gallery and Large Dining Room. John Denis had more to do with the present appearance of the House and town than any of his ancestors or descendants.

In 1787 the 3rd Earl married Louisa Catherine, eldest daughter of Admiral Earl Howe.

In 1800 there was the Act of Union with England. The 3rd Earl voted for it and became the 1st Marquess of Sligo and an Irish representitive peer.The reason the title is Sligo when the Family Home is in Mayo is that in 1800 there was already an Earl of Mayo, a Viscount Galway to the South  and a Lord Roscommon to the East.  West was the Atlantic Ocean, so it had to be North – the land of Yeats and black cattle: - Sligo.

In1809, John Denis , Knight of St. Patrick died at Lisbon. He left  wealth, five titles - Baron Mount Eagle in 1760, Viscount Westport in 1768,  Earl of Altamont in 1771, Marquess of Sligo in 1800, Baron Monteagle in 1806 in the Peerage of the United Kingdom (which gave the Marquesses an automatic seat in the House of Lords). He also left a fine House and a great Estate.

1809 – 1845

Howe Peter – 2nd Marquess of Sligo  b.1788  d.1845

Rich and exravagant Howe Peter was an only son and  when he did finally settle down at home, he devoted his time, money and energy to Westport. Like his ancestors he was a great builder and deveoper. 

In 1816 he began his alterations to the House. He built furiously, and though much that he built and almost all that he collected was good, he was inclined to follow fashion.

Benjamin Wyatt – son of James was the architect he chose. Benjamin was a competent architect, but was not a decorator of genius like his father. Howe Peter employed him to rework the designs of the Long  Gallery, which he did, destroying the plasterwork by removing the ceiling and cornices put in by his father which were similar to those still showing in The Large Dining Room. These he would have destroyed as well were it not for the 2nd Marquess – Catherine Hester who insisted Howe Peter sacked him.

In 1816 Howe Peter built on the North Wing for men servants and between 1819 – 1825 he built on the South Wing. This was built as a two-tiered library designed by Benjamin Wyatt. This was warmed by hot air and due to defects in the system destroyed by fire almost immediately in 1826. Many valuable books and documents were destroyed and many pictures, including a portrait of the Second Earl of Altamont by Sir Joshua Reynolds. Furnishings were by Gillows of Lancaster and a number of important items still survive in the House.

In 1826 he reconstructed some of the rooms, including The Drawing Room where he had the ceiling painted to represent sky, the cornices of painted Pompeian figures, and a fine marble fireplace by John Flaxman added.

In the 1830’s the cental open courtyard – where the Marble staircase is now, was covered in and Howe Peter made a new library by running a gallery round the now enclosed interior wall. 

He bought lavishly, furniture, books, china and silver, but his most notable acquisitions were eighteen paintings which he commissioned James Arthur O’Conner to paint of the house, his fisheries and surrounding neighbourhood landscapes. Seventeen of these paintings all done between 1818 – 1819 still hang in the house.

Howe Peter built the lighhouse at Inisgort and also the one on Clare Island. He built the first Hotel in Westport, Robinsons – now The Railway Hotel, which he furnished with fine furniture and let for a nominal sum.

He built houses, cottages and The Farmyard. The Farmyard buildings, wrote J.C Kirwan MP,  were “ the most superb and extensive I have ever seen. “ He made a racecourse at Ballynock and for thirty years kept a racing table.

He and his wife laid out the pleasure grounds, planting specimen trees, many of which still stand.

In 1834 Howe Peter was made Governor General of Jamaica whereupon he contributed hugely to the Abolition of Slavery.

There is an Exhibion on -The Abolition Of Slavery in Jamaica- in Westport House

1845 – 1896

George – The 3rd Marquess of Sligo b. 1820  d. 1896

Inheriting the year the famine broke out and Westport House being so close to the town, George was envolved from the start. He had inherited an income and a sense of duty.

The West of Ireland was worst affected by the famine. Westport House was closed and George and two of his sisters moved into a house in town on James Street (The now Tourist Office).  With no rents coming in George borrowed where he could, spending 50,000 of his own money to alleviate the suffering from the tenants. He imported cargoes of meal to Westport Quay and sub vented the local workhouse, then the only shelter available to the destitute. He wrote tirelessly to the British Government demanding that they do more to help the famine victims. 

His early years as Marquess must have been desperate. His personal life not helping matters. In 1847 he married Ellen Sidney, daughter of Lord Strangeford.. She died in 1852, and their only daughter in 1864. In 1858 he married his second wife, Julia nugent, daughter of Antony Nugent, later Earl of Westmeath, of Pallas, Galway. She died in 1859, soon after giving birth to another daughter who also died in 1864, the same year as his daughter of his first marraige.

In the 1850’s when rents were again contibuting, and by selling some valuables he plunged into all sorts improvements and additions to the House. He put down all the beautiful parquet flooring seen throughout the house. He also also put in the stained glass in some of the interior doors and windows.

His most note worthy addition to the House was in 1858 when he abolished his father’s library and replaced it with The Marble Staircase in the Front Hall. The stairs are of Sicillian marble, made by Italian workmen and imported for the purpose; the balustade, of phosphor-bronze castings, it’s motif of the family eagle was made by Skidmore of Coventry and the whole structure was designed by George Wilkinson. It cost under £6,000.

In 1865 in the alcove at the turn of the staircase *The Angel of Welcome” by C. T. Fuller was added.

In 1860 he paid for most of the cost of the new Protestant Church on the Newport Road which took three years to complete. At the same time he took £13,650 in shares in the new railway to ensure Westport getting a station. 

George married for the third time in 1878 to Isobel Peyronnet but they had no son, so George was suceeded by his brother John when he died in 1896. 

1896-1903

John -  4th Marquess  b. 1824  d. 1903

John had been running the estate for many years before George died. When he was still a young man he was made responsible for the farm. He was a great farmer and made a great farm – one of the best in Ireland. He thought of grass as a crop and not somewhere for cattle to walk about on. Some of his fields would fatten a bullock to an acre, some were best suited for growing stores, others would be set aside for hay.

His accounts were meticulous and over the years , the average increase in the value of his cattle was £1 per head per month, and there were usually 400 head.

He drained most of the then thousand acres, one reason why the golf course, then part of the farm, now plays so well.

John - a bachelor - never lived in Westport House but preferred to live in a smaller house on the estate. His younger brother Henry Ulick returned to Westport with his wife in 1889 and John was happy to see them occupy the big house.

1903 – 1913

Henry Ulick – 5th Marquess of Sligo  b. 1831  d. 1913

Henry Ulick succeeded the title in 1903 on the death of his brother and was only successor for ten years. For these ten years the house resembled a great English house more than any other time before or since. It was a time of relative prosperity. There was sport and there were house parties. He and his wife Catherine, nee Dicken had ten children. Grown up now there were always some of them at home. 

In 1904 eight of his ten children planted three Copper Beaches on the estate to celebrate  their Golden Wedding Anniversary – one can be seen at the end of the West Garden.There are several pieces of silver on show upstairs which were also given to them in 1904 by their children. 

In 1906 he employed architects Kaye-Parry and Ross to do alterations and improvements on the South Wing, where a hopper head bears this date. Three oval shaped iron lanterns (skylights) now sitting in the farmyard may date from this time

1913 – 1935

George Ulick – 6th Marquess of Sligo  b. 1856  d. 1935

The 6th Marquess succeeded in 1913, when World War 1, Rebellion and Civil War were imminent. He was young and capable of tackling anything and had already spent a lot of time at Westport which meant there was little he didn’t know about the place.

Perhaps his earlier years in India had trained him well. A young officer in Afghanistan commanding a platoon or a company, he learned to think for himself and to think fast.

At Westport he was the originator of each new project and every department had his attention; from renewing the drains to the authenticity of the pictures, from a salmon hatchery at the fisheries to a sawmill at home. He rebuilt the stable Block, accidently destroyed by fire, to the original eighteenth century plans.

In 1913 he made the highly effective balustraded terraces above the lake and also the landing places on the West side of the house. These were designed by English architect Romaine Walker, whose main Irish work was the remodelling of Waterford Castle.

Forestry was one of his main interests and he was planting Sitka Spruce by 1913.

His improvements to the House were unspectacular but vital to it’s survival. He unobtrusively modernized it. He installed central heating, electric light and put in six bathrooms, renewed all the pipes and cisterns, lined the chimneys, built a third, almost spiral wooden staircase - largely unused, but a lifesaver in a fire, painted when necessary, repaired chimney stacks and gutters and never gave dry rot a chance. All the unsung guts of a “ stately home” that nobody comes to look at but, without which there would be no House to see.

1935 – 1943

Ulick de Burgh – 7th Marquess of Sligo  b. 1898  d.  1943

After Eaton and Sandhurst he joined the Royal Scotts Greys as a regular soldier, winning an MC in the first World War.

He was a cheerful extrovert with a passion for horses. His racehorse Westport is still remembered by an older generation of racegoers. For many years he was joint master of the Galway Blazers, and an early supporter of the Connemara Pony Society. He was the last Marquess to “ live like a lord “ – indeed the last who could afford to do so. Servants were plentiful, guests numerous, gamekeepers and grooms important members off the staff.

He inherited a house in fine condition and workmen with a tradition of maintenance who could tackle any job inside or out.

Ulick made one alteration in the house. Cassels black Kilkenny marble mantlepiece in the Front Hall oppressed him. He had it sandblasted, which made it an even more dismal Khaki colour. Later in 1950 Denis – the 10th Marquess of Sligo removed it completely and replaced it with one of white marble, dating from 1760, originally at Wellbeck Abbey, the Duke of Portland’s house in Nottinghamshire, before it was demolished.

In 1940 Ulick had the replicas of two columns from the Treasury of Atreus at Mycenae, set up on the South Wing The original columns were brought to Westport in 1812 by Howe Peter. In 1905 the 6th Marquess donated them to the British Museum who in turn gave two replicas back to Westport.

Ulick died in 1941 and for four years life at Westport was pretty much frozen.

1943 – 1953

Arthur Howe – 8th Marquess  b.1869  d. 1951

When Ulick de Burgh died the title when back to his Uncle – Arthur Howe, 2nd son to the 5th Marquess and brother of the 6th. Arthur Howe was born in India and succeeded in 1941 aged seventy four.

As a younger son of a younger son, he had a living to earn and like many contemporaries chose the British Army.

It was on leaves from the army that his real interest in the West began.

He was devoted to the estate and for forty years was a trustee.  His father had intrusted him with the care and control of the shooting and with the sorting and listing of the documents. Within a few years the shooting which then covered 150,000 acres, was reorganized to give the maximum sport for the longest period. The study of the documents lasted his lifetime and at his death was not completed to the high standard of scholarship he set himself.

Arthur Howe did not move back to Westport permanently until 1945 when a movement had begun to compulsorily acquire the front Lawn and original front entrance and link to the town of Westport – the original gate lodge is still situated on the mall in Westport Town. At the time it was argued that no alternative sites were available – there were many. What happened was a classic case of vandalism.

Aged seventy nine, hard of hearing with a weak heart and a blind wife, he didn’t stand a chance with the local council at the time and was taken complete advantage of.  He died in 1951.

The present and 11th Marquess – Jeremy-  remembers finding the original gates of this entrance lying in a field overgrown with grass and having to buy them back off the council for a sum of £300.

Terence – 9th Marquess  b. 1873  d. 1953

Terence succeeded his brother and died in England a year later.

Denis – 10th Marquess of Sligo  b. 1908  d. 1991

Denis succeeded in 1953. He was a nephew of Terence. Denis’s father would have been next in line as he was the fifth son of the 5th Marquess – younger brother to Terance, but he was killed in World War 1.  Another roundabout succession.

With four lots of death duties in four years financially the estate seemed doomed.

To test the market Denis put the House on the market both in Ireland and England. He had two firm offers. One of £6,000 from a Kilkenny firm to demolish it and one of £7,500 from a Galway solicitor, this to include sixty acres of surrounding land. The offers were reneaged and a joint decision to commercialise by both Denis and his son Jeremy (now 11th Marquess) was taken. They opened the doors to visitors for the first time in 1961 – a pioneer venture at the time in Ireland and a brave move considering the remote location. 

The charge was:- Admission to grounds- Adults and Children 6d and to Westport House, Adults 2 / 6 – Children 1 /-   

In the first year 5,000 visitors were welcomed and have mounted now to about 60-70,000 a year – a figure hopefully still growing.

One of Denis’s big concerns were the Westport House Documents and he spent years trying to get financial support to put them on show. They needed proper cabinets in the right temperature – expensive. In 1971 he applied for a grant. He wrote to the department of Education and the Arts Council but was turned down. Most of the Westport House Documents are now in The National Library.

Denis Sligo also continued with the dairy farming on the Estate. 

Another great achievement during his time at Westport was the completion and publishing of his book in 1981 “ Westport House and The Brownes “. This book is the greatest referance available on the House and the Family involved since the beginning – the Bible so to speak.

Jeremy – 11th and present Marquess of Sligo  b. 1939

Jeremy attended agricultural college, probably because at that time that’s what the Estate was about, but in his heart he knew the only way of securing his Family Home in very hard times was to make some radical changes. Initially Jeremy worked with his father opening the doors of Westport House to visitors in 1960, but to him this was just the beginning of a totally new direction for the Estate.

A combination of his sheer determination to save one of the countries most beautiful Heritage properties and his natural passion for product development and Marketing are the main reasons Westport House is still here in its entirety and is why today it has become one of the few remaining Heritage properties  left in the country. Most Historic Homes of it’s nature were either burnt, knocked down or abandoned.

Jeremy’s almost schoolboy’s delight in turning the somewhat boreing  concept of  the “Stately Home” on it’s head in the 70’s and 80’s, some of which he was highly criticised for at the time, is in actual fact the reason the House and the Family are still here today. He was a forward thinker, ahead of his time in many respects and totally unconservative. 

In the early seventies he added a Zoo and also brought a number of gimmicks and children’s entertainment into the basement of the House.  There were one-arm bandits, dodgem cars, spooky fun stuff in the dungeons, magic rooms. There was also a giant Pink Rabbit that roamed the entire house who every child in the country fell in love with. By doing this it encouraged families to come, and prevented the children from being uterly bored.  The Slippery Dip (Cannon Ball run) and the Miniature Railway (Westport House Express) were also added discreetly on the grounds.

There was also a Camping and Caravan Park added and a large amount of Horse Drawn Caravans which attracted large numbers of French and Germans to the West Coast at that time. Gracy’s Restaurant situated at the Farmyard was created from what was literally a cow shed and a shop was developed from a similar situation.

The Tennis Courts, Pitch and Putt, a Flume Ride (The Pirates Plunge), Jungle World (The Pirates Den), and of course The Giant Swans on the lake were also phased in. In 2008 The Ships Galleon (the Pirate Queen) was introduced as the latest adventure. 

Jeremy was continually concious that there are a wide variety of people in the world, all with very different interests. His aim was to have something for everybody- young/old/wild/cultural.

To improve the visitors experience in Westport House from a cultural point of view, Jeremy introduced ten waxwork figures by Gems Display Figures of London in 2002. These are just a few of the West of Ireland’s great achievers in literature, music and the arts.

In 2002 Jeremy commissioned Michael Cooper, his brother in law, to create a sculpture of Grace O’Malley – the original of Alibaster Stone is situated in the House and a Bronze casting is in the garden. This was the beginning of reinstateing her back where she belongs – in her home, with her family, and today where all of the rebranding of the estate in 2009 as - Westport House and Pirate’s Adventure Park - eminates from.

