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Introduction 
Bellinter House sits on the south bank of the Boyne river, within sight of 
ancient Tara and approximately six miles from the town of Navan. This 
splendid Georgian mansion, built. about 1750, was designed by Richard 
Castle for John Preston, grandfather of the first Lord Tara. 

Bellinter (or more correctly Ballinter) takes its name from the Irish or 
Guelic words « “Baile an tSaoir’ which means the home of the carpenter. 
Hellinter is located in the civil parish of Assey and in the Barony of Lower 
Deece in the County of Meath, 

Hellinter House is built on the bank of the Boyne river, a river which sets 
forth the history of Ireland on its journey to the sea, Over 5,000 years ago 
the impressive tombs of Newgrange, Knowth and Dowth were built on the 
banks of this river by men who were only acquainted with stone and wood 
while three thousand years later the Celtic High Kings of Ireland ruled 
from their palaces on the hill of Tara. St. Patrick commenced his 
conversion of the Irish at Slane and began a golden period in history when 
Ireland became known as the “Island of Saints and Scholars”. The 
monastic centre of Kells was made famous by its connection to the Book 
of Kells, the most beautiful illuminated manuscript of the Middle Ages. 
The Anglo-Norman invaders'made Meath one of their strong-holds while 
in the seventeenth century Cromwell led his armies through the river 
valley. Ireland continued to be a battleground with the Battle of the Boyne 
being fought between two kings in 1690. 

Following these invasions and wars the rich lands of Meath changed hands 
and the new landowners built mansions beside the river. Upriver from 
Bellinter one can find Bective House, Balsoon House and Rathnally while 

downstream is Dowdstown and Ardsallagh. These mansions have now lost 
the huge estates which supported the upkeep of these “Big houses” and so 
are left without an income to support their upkeep. 

Bellinter House is a monument to the builder of two centuries ago and 
also to the interested and committed people who purchased the house and 
have preserved it for future generations. 
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The Family 
John Preston 

John Preston founded the family fortune in County Meath. The son of 
Hugh Preston of Bolton, John is said to have been the grandson of Jenico, 
the third Viscount Gormanston. The Gormanstons held a large amount of 
property in the eastern part of County Meath where they established 
themselves in the fifteenth century. The family managed to retain their 
lands and hold onto their Catholic faith despite many periods of 
persecution. 

John Preston established 
himself first in Dublin city. A 
merchant, he was appointed 
as clerk of the Tholsel or 
Market House in 1650. Two 
days later he was elected as 
Alderman in the Corporation 
or city government. Serving 
as city auditor on a number 
of occasions, John Preston 
was elected as Lord Mayor of 
Dublin in 1653. 

Oliver Cromwell confiscated 
the lands of the Catholic 
Irish who had fought against The Preston Coat of Arms 
his Parliamentary Armies. 
The confiscated lands were 
parcelled out to his soldiers and those who had invested in his campaigns, 
in lieu of a monetary reward. Many of the soldiers and Adventurers who 
had supported Cromwell did not wish to leave England and move to an 
alien and hostile land and so sold the properties which had been granted 
to them. 

The Nangle family, who held the title Barons of Navan, were outlawed and 
their lands confiscated. John Preston purchased their property from the 
English soldiers and adventurers who had no interest in coming to Ireland. 
In this manner he managed to acquire 7,859 acres of land in Meath and 
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Queen’s County (now Co. Laois). He placed 1,737 acres in trust for the 
keeping of two schools, one at Navan and the other at Ballyroan in 
Queen’s County. This may have been a ploy which would have made it 
more difficult for the original owners to seek return of their property 
where charitable institutions were involved. 

For the first one hundred and fifty years of the Preston School at Navan 
the income of the lands held in trust went to the school headmaster who 
was usually a relative of the Preston family, for example in 1755, Mr. 

Preston appointed his brother as school master. In the carly part of the 
nineteenth century the school never had more than seven pupils with 
Roman Catholics sometimes being admitted. The Royal Commissioners 
considered the school as “one of the most remarkable instances of an 
abused trust’ and the Bishop of Meath was also displeased with the 
situation in the school, The school was reformed and managed to survive 
despite small numbers until 1969 when it was amalgamated with Wilson’s 
Hospital school, The site of the school was used for the building of Navan 
Shopping Centre, In 1986 a plaque was erected at the shopping centre to 
commemorate the tri-centenary of the Preston school, 1686 - 1986. 

Alderman John Preston of Dublin was elected as Member of Parliament 
for Navan in 1661. When Charles I] was restored to the throne John 
Preston was confirmed in his occupation of 7,859 acres of land under the 
Acts of Settlement in 1666. John Preston also held property in Dublin and 
he donated sites for the Royal Hospital at Kilmainham and for the 

Bluecoat School. 

It is reputed that John Preston married a daughter of Baron Nangle of 
Navan and that this was how he came into the lands in County Meath. 
However this story can not be confirmed. John had four sons - Phineas 
who inherited his father’s estates at Ardsallagh, Samuel who established 

himself in Queen’s County, John of Balsoon whose descendants lived at 

Bellinter and Nathaniel from whom the Swainstown branch are descended. 

The Prestons of Ardsallagh and their 
Descendants 
John Preston’s eldest son, Phineas lived at Ardsallagh. His son, John died 
leaving his only daughter, Mary, to inherit the estates. Mary married Peter 
Ludlow, a grand-nephew of one of Cromwell’s generals, in 1710. Peter was 
M.P. for Meath and was succeeded by his son, Peter who was created first 
Earl Ludlow in 1760. The first Earl was succeeded by his eldest son, 
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Augustus, who in turn was succeeded by another brother, George James. 
The third Earl died without an heir and he left the property to the Duke 
of Bedford because they shared the same political views. The Duke willed 
the property to his brother, Lord John Russell, who became Prime 

Minister of England. The famous philosopher Bernard Russell was the last 
of this family to own the estates. - 

The Prestons of Swainstown, Kilmessan. 

The fourth son of John Preston, Nathaniel, was born about 1678 and 

established his estate at 

Swainstown, Kilmessan 

where the family still live 
today, In 1713 Nathaniel 
was elected as M.P. for 

Navan and served until 

1760, Many of his descen- 
dants became clergymen. 

His second son, also called 

Nathaniel, inherited the 

property and was succeeded 

by his son, Nathaniel and 
this name continued in the 

family to the present day. In ‘ 
1876 Nathaniel F. Preston 

of Swainstown held 1,234 

acres in Co. Meath. The 

Prestons are interred in a 

vault under Kilmessan 3 

church. Within the church Arthur Preston Memorial 
are a number of memorials 

to the Swainstown branch of 

the family including a mag- 
nificent memorial to Major General Arthur Preston who died in 1788. 

   
John Preston of Bellinter 

John’s third son, named John after his father, was born in 1677. He lived 

first at Lismullen and then purchased Balsoon from Henry Ussher in 1716. 
Henry Ussher was a grandson of Henry Ussher who was Archbishop of 
Armagh. John Preston was elected as M.P. for County Meath in 1709. 

His eldest son, also John, was the first of the family to live at Bellinter and 

commissioned Richard Castle to design a house for him there. John 
Preston became M.P. (Member of Parliament) for Navan in 1731 and 

served as captain in the Sth Dragoon Guards. He married his cousin, Alice 

Ludlow, in 1731 and their first child, John, was also M.P. for Navan. 

Navan was what was called a “Rotten or Pocket Borough”. The Members 
of Parliament were elected by a handful of voters with the power of 

“electing” an M.P. in the pocket of the largest land owner in the district. 
The Prestons of Bellinter had a considerable influence on who was elected 

M.P. for Navan but there were a number of other “power brokers”. In 

1801 the Act of Union came into force, uniting Ireland and Britain and 
abolishing the Irish House of Parliament. The number of Irish M.P.s were 
greatly reduced and the owners of “pocket boroughs” were paid 

compensation. John Preston, Lord Tara, received £7,500 as compensation 

with another £7,500 being divided between Peter, Earl Ludlow, the Hon. 

Augustus Ludlow, commonly called Lord Preston, and the portrieve, 
burgesses and free men of the borough of Navan. Other Meath, towns such 
as Trim, Athboy, Kells, Ratoath and Duleek also lost the power of electing 

an M.-P. at the same time and compensation of £15,000 was paid in each 
case. 

John was elected as M.P. in 1755 to replace his father who had died two 

years earlier. Richard Hamilton, the defeated candidate, lodged an 

objection to Preston’s clection. It was alleged that even the dead voted. 
The Committee of Privilege investigated the alleged abuses with much 
emphasis being placed on the religion of the voters as no Catholic was 

allowed to vote. One man was deprived of his vote because he was married 

to a Catholic. Preston’s election was declared null and void and so Richard 
Hamilton was sworn as M.P. in December 1755. Preston managed to 

unseat Hamilton six years later. 

John married Mary Smyth, eldest daughter of James Smyth, Collector of 
the Port of Dublin, in 1758 and was succeeded by his son, John on his 
death in 1773. 

John Preston - Lord Tara 

In 1779 John Preston’s estate at Bellinter was worth £3,666 yearly after 
expenses. He was also able to afford a house in fashionable Kildare Street, 

Dublin, a street which now contained Leinster House. : 

John Preston was a Captain of the Navan Cavalry and fought in the Battle 
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Bellinter House. c. 1820. 

of the Hill of Tara in 1798. The United Irishmen led a rebellion in that 
year to establish an Irish republic based on the French Revolution. Many 
of the local rebels were. fighting against the unfair land system and the 
discrimination against Catholics. 

Preston was based with his unit at Navan and so was in the front line of 

the action. A large rebel force gathered at Dunshaughlin and Preston sent 
a reconnoitring unit in that direction on May 24th. The unit reported back 

that the county was in “a state of general insurrection”. Preston succeeded 

in acquiring three companies of regular troops and a cannon by 
threatening the Commanding officer. This unit with their experience and 
training proved to be the decisive factor in the defeat of the huge rebel 
army who were “dug in” on the hill of Tara. The rebels were also known 
as “croppies” from their short hair styles. 

Many of the wounded rebels died as they fled from Tara or were shot by 
the military. It is said that six croppies were shot at Bellinter and interred 

in a grave in the woods there. This wood was called Cluide or the Croppy 
wood. There was a memorial consisting of a marble stone (2 ft. by 2ft.) 
with an inscription “This is where the croppys of ‘98 lie” supposedly 
erected by John Preston and maintained by the Preston and Briscoe 
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families. The staff of the Royal Tara Golf Club carried out an unsuccessful 
search for the monument in 1992. This part of the Golf Club was 
extensively bulldozed in 1960 and so the memorial may have been buried 

then. 

John Preston was created the first (and last) Baron Tara on July 30th 

1800. There were many new titles created at this time as the English 
government sought the support of the Irish landowners and politicians for 
the Act of Union which abolished the Irish House of Parliament. 

John, Lord Baron Tara married Harriet Powys of Berwich House 
Shropshire in 1803. 

The first stone of Bellinter bridge, downstream from Bellinter House, was 

laid by John, Lord Tara, on July Ist, 1813. It was said that there was a 

double ditch erected between the road leading to the bridge and the 

property of the Taylours of Dowdstown House who had refused to 
contribute to the cost of the erection of the bridge. This strip of land 
prevented the Taylours from using the bridge. The arterial drainage of the 

Boyne was officially inaugurated at this bridge on June 11th 1969. The 
Baron died in 1821 and the title died with him. 

John Joseph Preston 

John Preston, Lord Tara, was succeeded by his brother, Joseph, who was a 

clergyman and died on the 26th of December 1839. Joseph was married to 
Mary Massy. Joseph is recorded as clergyman in Galbally, Limerick in 
1814. Rev. Joseph Preston was succeeded in the property by his eldest son, 
John Joseph. John Joseph could not take over control of the property 

until 1842 when he reached the age of 25. The house and demesne then 
amounted to 606 acres and the estate generated an income of £8,000 per 
annum. Rey. Preston left a personal estate valued at £11,739. The funeral 
expenses came to £114. Two of John Joseph’s brothers, Joseph and James 
were lost in the Thames Steamer disaster in 1841 on passage from London 
to Dublin. 

In 1837 Lewis said that the land at Bellinter, though not rich, was tolerably 
productive. A considerable portion was under tillage with the remainder 
being good grazing land. Bellinter House, the seat of the Rev. J. Preston at 
the time was described as being situated in a well-wooded demesne of 
more than 800 acres, stretching into the adjoining parish of Balsoon. 

In Griffiths’ Valuation of 1854 John J. Preston was the owner of all the 

townland of Ballinter which consisted of 419 acres of land and 13 acres of 
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river. His house and outbuildings were valued at £60 which compared 
favourably with the other inhabited houses in the area which were 
generally valued at £1. 

J. J. Preston was a noted huntsman being master of his own hunt the 
“Tara Harriers”. His kennels at Bellinter were greatly admired and 
included a very comfortable sitting or smoking room with writing materials 
and sporting prints. The stables were full of hunters of the highest class 
and type. 

John Joseph Preston bought the steeplechaser “Brunette” in 1842 for the 
sum of 400 guineas and rode her the following year in the Kilrue “Grand 
National” where she beat the best horse of all England. Brunette won the 
race again in the following two years but in these she was ridden by Allen 
McDonagh. 

In 1876 John Joseph Preston of Bellinter held 7,415 acres. The lands held 
by the family in Queen’s County (now Laois) and Co. Dublin were sold in 
1878 under the Landed Estates Court. The lands at Bellinter were leased 
to Gustavus V. Briscoe for thirty one years in 1879. 

John Joseph married Sarah O’Meagher of Kilmoyler, Co. Tipperary in 
1842 and they had one child, Helen Maria. Helen married John P. Kelly 
and they had two children who died in infancy. Helen died in 1873 and her 
father, John Joseph died in gee aged seventy seven and was interred in 

Kilmessan. 

The Briscoe Family of Bellinter 
Rev. Francis Briscoe became rector of Kilmessan union of parishes in 1849 
at the age of forty. In 1861 the parishes of Balsoon and Assey were added 
to his charge. Francis was the second son of Henry Briscoe of Tinvane, Co. 
Tipperary and was ordained a priest in 1841. The family owned a large 
estate in Tipperary and Kilkenny. Francis served for a period as chaplain 
to the Lord Lieutenant, the Queen’s representative in Ireland. 

The church at Kilmessan was built in 1731 and included a gallery for the 
family from Bellinter. The church was closed in 1966 and deconsecrated in 
1975. It was then restored and used as a branch library for a period. 

Reverend Briscoe served nearly forty years as rector of Kilmessan, retiring 
in 1885 and died at Bellinter on the 14th January 1894. His wife was 
Dorothea, widow of John Long and eldest daughter of John Cornwall of 
Baronstown, Co. Meath. Their son, Gustavus Villiers Briscoe, a Captain in 
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the Waterford Militia, was left Bellinter House in the will of John Joseph 
Preston. One of Gustavus’s sons was baptised John Joseph Preston Briscoe 
in honour of the owner of Bellinter. 

Gustavus Villiers Briscoe 

John Joseph Preston died on the 6th April 1892 having made four wills, 
the last of which was made the day before he died. He left no male issue 
and so willed the property of Bellinter to his close friend, Gustavus 
Briscoe. The will would appear to have been uncertain as to other land at 
Woodpark and Balsoon and so a niece of John Joseph, Josephine Godfrey 
Kennedy, took a legal action against Briscoe. 

Bellinter estate included parcels of land stretching from Dunshaughlin to 
Ardbraccan and included the townlands of Ardsallagh, Old Balreask, New 
Balreask, Cannistown, Castletown Tara, Kilmessan, Furryhill, Hanlon- 

stown, Knockumber, Mountwhistle, Mullaghmore, Philpotstown, Retain, 

Ringlestown, Tullykane, Balgeeth, Moorestown, Bonfield, Balsoon, Gain- 
stown and Drimlough. Originally the Cluide Wood belonged to the 
Prestons of Swainstown while the lawns at Swainstown was part of the 
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Bellinter Estate. John Joseph Preston made a swap to regain the woods 
during his time at Bellinter. The lands at Woodpark were situated just 

outside Dunboyne on the road to Dublin and included the townlands of 
Beggstown, Woodpark, Lushtown, Quarryland, Bennetstown and Warren- 
stown. 

The court found that Josephine Kennedy was entitled to a portion of the 
estates at Woodpark and Balsoon. In 1895 an annuity of £400 was settled 
on Josephine Godfrey Kennedy and another grand niece Rosamund 
Darcus. Also brought into question in court were the three other wills 
made by John Joseph Preston. 

Gustavus married Amy Constance Smith and their children included 
Eileen born 1883 (married E. W. Hope Johnstone), Amy Maura born 1885 
(died aged 9 years), Gladys born 1888, Muriel born 1889, John Joseph 
Preston born 1884 and Cecil Henry born 1886. John Joseph Preston 
Briscoe was in poor health throughout his life and died in May 1913 aged 
thirty, The burial took place at Kilmessan with the funeral cortege 
including eleven carriages and seven motors. The second son, Henry Cecil 
was very interested in engineering but had to give up his career to come 
home and take over the estates. The property was largely disposed of 
under the Windham Land Act of 1903. 

After wining and dining extremely well one evening Gussy Briscoe rode his 
horse up the spiral staircase to win a wager. After ascending to the top the 
horse refused to come back down the way it had got up and so the 
unfortunate animal spent three weeks in the attic before a beam and pully 
could be erected to lower the animal back to ground level. 

The family donated the site of the Chapel at Kilmessan and also the bell. 
They donated a bell big enough so that it could be heard at Bellinter. The 
sound of bell could be heard in Bellinter when the wind blew from the 
south. The southerly winds also brought rain so on hearing the bell ring 
the family prepared to cope with the leaks in the roof. In 1818 the 
Catholic Bishop of Meath, Dr. Plunket complimented Lord Tara for his 
donation to the new chapel at Kilmessan. From a letter in the parish 
register it would appear that Lord Tara gave the priest at Kilmessan “the 
grass of a heifer or young bullock gratis.” He also donated about two 
barrels of wheat annually. In 1879 J. J. Preston of Bellinter presented a 
plot of land to the parish for use as a burial ground. 

At the turn of the century part of the Hill of Tara was excavated by British 
Israelites who hoped to find the Ark of the Covenant buried there. 
Destroying the Fort of the Synods, all they discovered were some rock 
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   Cecil Henry Briscoe (on right) chats to Senator Bill Quirke at 
Bellinter. c. 1940 

  

trenches and a number of bracelets which they threw into the Boyne. They 
also uncovered a number of wooden boxes buried by Gussy Briscoe. 
Apparently there was a curse on whoever found the Ark and when a digger 

came upon one of the wooden boxes everybody scarpered and only came 
back when they thought it was safe. 

Gustavus owned an ocean going yacht which was berthed at Drogheda and 
had a crew of seven. Gustavus died in 1908 and his wife died in 1915. 

Cecil Henry Briscoe 
Gustavus was succeeded at Bellinter by his son, Cecil Henry who was born 
on 12th May 1886. He was made a ward of the court until he reached the 
age of 21 in 1907. At that time he also inherited lands and houses in and 
near Carrick on Suir, a house at Fairview, Dublin and the ground occupied 
by the police station at Dalkey, Co. Dublin. This was his inheritance from 
the Briscoe side of the family. , 

In April 1923 a number of houses in the area were burnt by arsonists as a 
continuation of the Troubles and the Civil War. Lismullin House, the 
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home of Sir John Dillon, was burnt on the night of 5-6th April. According 
to George Briscoe the Flying Column came to burn Bellinter and not 
Lismullin. The arsonists were prevented from torching Bellinter by the 
tenants and the local people. George Briscoe said that Gussy Briscoe was 
very good to his tenants and would often leave tenants go without paying 

their rent if they had some hard luck story to tell. Gussy Briscoe’s last 
words were supposed to be “Never. evict a tenant.” The locals would not 
let the arsonists into Bellinter and so the house was saved but Cecil 
Briscoe removed all he could from the house and maintained an armed 
vigil in the house overnight. 

Cecil Henry Briscoe leased Bellinter around the time of World War I. 
When the family returned to Bellinter they moved into one of the smaller 
houses On the estate. About 1931 Mr. Briscoe came into an inheritance 
and spent a considerable sum renovating the house. 

Cecil Henry married Phyllis Stawell Heard and died in 1963 while his wife 
died in 1966, The property passed to their son, George. 

George Briscoe 
George Briscoe sold the property to a Yorkshire man, William 
Holdsworth, about 1955 with the hope that the house would be 
maintained as a family home. The Briscoes did not like selling the house 
but they could not afford to upkeep the building. George went into the 

dairy business in 1950 and this was just getting going when he got a 
reasonable offer for the estate. The Estate consisted of about eight 

hundred acres at the time, which included the woods and the golf links. 
Mr. Holdsworth was not really interested in the House and put all the land 
he could in tillage. However the Holdsworth family did live in the house 
for a period until it was sold with the land to the Land Commission. The 
Land Commission divided up the land but was not really interested in the 
House and so it stood idle until it was purchased by the Sisters of Sion. 

The owner of Bective House, Mr. Bird, had just lost his steward when the 
Briscoes sold Bellinter and so the family were invited to take over a wing 

at Bective. Included in the invitation were the hounds of the Tara Harriers 
whose kennel was at Bellinter. John Watson, the famous master of the 

Meath Hunt, had built kennels at Bective which were not required any 
longer as the hounds had been moved elsewhere. In 1955 Mr. Bird took 
over mastership of the Meath Hunt and was Master for four or five years. 
George Briscoe was Master of the Harriers and his first cousin George 
Malcolmson was Master of the Ward Union. It was a golden cra with 
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George Briscoe (centre) with hounds at Bellinter. c. 1950. 

hunting, hunting, hunting every other day. The three Masters met regularly 
to make out cards and arrange hunt balls. George Briscoe built a house at 
Assey and later moved just down the road to Craystown where he 
presently lives. 

A Family Home 
“A very happy and friendly house” was how George and Louisa Briscoe 
described Bellinter House. The great difficulty at Bellinter was the cost of 
upkeep and the maintenance of a roof over their heads. It was 
“wonderfully lucky” that the house was taken over by the Sisters of Sion. 

Very little funds were available to cope with the repairs required to the 
roof. Whenever the weather turned wet the family ascended to the attic to 
put out bowls and other utensils to collect the raindrops. On one occasion 
George Briscoe and the butler had to go up onto the roof at 3.00 a.m. to 
clear off snow which was blocking the channels taking away the water. On 
another occasion when George was riding on the far side of the river, a 
farmer pointed out to him that all the back of the roof had blown off in a 
storm, a fact which had gone unnoticed by the residents of the house. 
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Cold was another problem faced by the Briscoes at Bellinter. Even in 
Gussy Briscoe’s time there had been masses of servants - every fireplace, 
upstairs and down was lit every morning and so the house was always 
warm. The Briscoes could not afford that number of servants and lived in 
the house before there was modern central heating. 

Up until the 1930s the house was lit by gas and oil lamps and then Cecil 
Henry installed a huge diesel engine and two roomfuls of batteries in the 
stable wings. The batteries were charged up every two or three weeks in 
the winter and every month in the summer. This efficient system operated 
until the 1950s when the public electricity network reached Bellinter. 

Cecil Henry also installed running water in the house when he erected a 
large tank, taking over one complete room in the attic, and pumped water 
from the Boyne. Hip baths were used with the water being heated in the 
kitchens. There were no indoor toilets. 

The Tara Harriers and Hunting at Bellinter 
Lord Tara began a private pack of hounds about 1770 and that pack 
hunted under the name of “Bellinter hounds” for over a hundred years. 
Gustavus Villiers Briscoe re-named them as the “Tara Harriers”. The pack 

were then taken on by William Dove of Kilcarne House who passed them 
to E.W. Hope Johnstone of Rock Lodge, Laracor. Hope Johnstone kept 
the pack until 1908 when he handed them over to his cousin, Cecil Henry 
Briscoe. The pack were almost disbanded during the first World War and 
were only revived in 1935 by Senator Bill Quirke. George Briscoe became 

Master of the pack in 1942 and celebrated his golden jubilee as Master in 

1992. 

There were “famous” Hunt Balls at Bellinter, sometimes twice a year - one 

for the Harriers and sometimes one for the Meath. These Balls took up 
the whole building. Lawlers of Naas were the caterers and they would 
provide a sit down supper for 400 people. The Morning Room and the 
Dining Room were used to provide seating for 200 people. The Hunt Ball 
would officially start at ten and it was then the survival of the fittest as to 
what time it would finish. 

Shoots would take place a couple of times a year with sixty to seventy birds 
being shot in a day. Dr. Dwyer, the head of the Maynooth Mission to 
China, which is based at Dowdstown was often a member of the shooting 
parties. His main interest was in shooting rabbits which meant that the 
others had to keep a sharp look out for their own safety. One year Cecil 
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Macario - The Italian Butler. 

Henry had a large number of pheasants which suddenly disappeared. He 
discovered that the game keeper at Dowdstown had laid down trails of 
raisins which the birds had followed onto the neighbouring property. This 
game keeper was promptly employed by Henry Cecil and so the birds all 
returned to Bellinter. 

There was also wonderful duck shooting with hundreds of ducks on the 
river. The Briscoes owned both sides of the river and so no poachers could 
get in. When the far side was lost the poachers came and all the ducks 
were gone in a few years. 

Fishing was quite good early in the century. Gussy Briscoe once caught 
nine salmon before breakfast while George caught a thirty pounder on one 
occasion. : 
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Macario - The Italian Butler 

Egido Macario became butler at Bellinter about 1903. A native of Italy he 

came from a fine Royalist family who apparently took the wrong side in 

the troubles at the turn of the century. His father was stabbed to death in 

before his eyes and he himself was stabbed in the head and left for dead. 

Recovering, he fled the country and arrived in the North of Ireland as 

butler to some Major. In 1903 Macario came to Bellinter when Gustavuus 

Briscoe was looking for a butler. 

The children used him for target practice when dropping water bombs 

from the roof. A colourful character, he went off to serve his country in 

the First World War. He was captured twice and escaped twice. Cecil 

Briscoe leased Bellinter and moved to Tralee for a period after the War. 

The family heard nothing from Macario and feared the worst. In 1919 just 

when they had given up all hope of ever seeing him again there was a 

knock at the door. They thought they were seeing a ghost who cried “I 

could not leave you, Master.” 

Very popular locally, Macario spent his half day off at the local pub in 

Bective. Fond of stout he often entertained the drinkers with an Italian 

aria. Virtually an institution in the area he was the doctor, he laid out 

corpses and arranged wakes. 

About 1951 a telegram arrived from Italy. After reading it Macario came 

to George Briscoe with tears in his eyes and said “I am the last.” His sister 

who had been lady in waiting to the Queen of Spain had died. She had 

married an Italian nobleman and Macario inherited a huge palace. The 

family saw Macario off to the boat knowing that they would never see him 

again. Returning to Italy to take over his inheritance he wrote back to 

George Briscoe describing his unhappiness - all that people were 

interested in was his money, he complained. He wrote about returning to 

Ireland and buying a house. Not long after another telegram arrived at 

Bellinter, the famous butler had passed on. 

After his death one of the maids refused to pass through the servants wing 

at Bellinter saying that the place was haunted by Macario’s ghost. Macario 

had maintained a “den” in the west wing and had even survived the 

leaking roof. George Briscoe set out to investigate the mysterious noises 

emanating from Macario’s old room and discovered a jackdaw flying wildly 

around the room, having come down the chimney and being unable to get 

out of the room. 
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Plan - Ground Level. 
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Plan - The Bedrooms 

The House from the Avenue. 

24 

  
    

The Sisters of Sion 
The Sisters of Sion were founded in the middle of the nineteenth century 

by Theodore and Alphonse Ratisbonne. The Ratisbonne brothers were 

born into a prosperous Jewish family in Strasbourg. Theodore converted to 

Catholicism and was ordained a priest in 1830 and Alphonse spent ten 

years with the Jesuits before joining his brother. The Ratisbonnes decided 

to establish an order dedicated to the improvement of relations between 

the Jewish people and Christians. Initially the Sisters in the newly founded 

order provided education for young girls. Father Alphonse established the 

order in the Holy Land where the Sisters provided hospitality to the 

pilgrims visiting the holy places. In 1859 Father Alphonse visited the 

Loreto Convent at Navan and outlined the work in the Holy Land to the 

Sisters. 

Today the Sisters of Sion, though small in number - approximately 1,100 

sisters have communities in 23 countries including three houses in Israel. 

They have an apostolic and contemplative branch and are in the process of 

developing “lay associate” membership with the Congregation. 

The Congregation of Our Lady of Sion is a religious congregation of 

Sisters (Roman Catholic) whose primary vocation is promoting better 

understanding between Christians and Jews. This is the only religious 

group within the Church who are particularly committed to this task. 

To-day Sisters of Sion are involved in many different activities at various 

levels, both official and unofficial, in many countries working to combat 

anti-semiticism and all forms of bigotry and prejudice. For each Sister 

whether directly involved or not, the work of Christian-Jewish reconcilia- 

tion is the paradigm for efforts to reduce racism and discrimination and all 

forms of injustice. 

The Sisters at Bellinter 

Bellinter is the only Community of Sion in Ireland. Here the Sisters try to 

transmit the message of reconciliation to various groups and at different 

levels both in the Adult Education Centre and to numerous groups 

outside the house. Basically Bellinter is a place of healing and 

reconciliation which continues to attract a variety of groups who seek 

wholeness. The Sisters are involved in teaching and lecturing in the 

relevant areas of biblical studies, ecumenicism, inter-faith understanding, 

25 

 



    se 7 

n the greenhouses 

  

At work i 

retreats and spiritual direction. One of the most important commitments 
for the Irish community is to foster and promote justice and peace in our 
strife-torn land where prejudice and discrimination abound. 

In the early sixties Bishop Kyne and a number of priests from the Meath 
Diocese were annual visitors to Worthing, Sussex and stayed at a Sisters of 
Sion convent there. Sr. Maura, a native of Clare, was convinced that the 

work of the Sisters would be an asset to Ireland in the breaking down of 
prejudice and discrimination. After Vatican II religious education was 

being viewed in a new light. Teachers from all over the world came to be 
renewed in their teaching techniques at a course organised by the Sisters 
of Sion in London. Bishop Kyne became very interested in this approach. 
Summer schools were suggested by Sr. Maura as a means of improving 
religious education in Ireland. To further this project the Sisters of Sion 
were invited to Ireland by Bishop Kyne to develop their particular mission. 

The Sisters were free to develop their work of renewal and saw the 
importance of the establishment of a centre to further their aims. The 
Sisters were welcomed to the Diocese of Meath where a suitable premises 
had to be found. A past pupil of the Sisters discussed this problem with a 
Dublin estate agent who then drove around Co. Meath looking for a 
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suitable premises. The estate agent sent Sr. Maura details of Bellinter and 
another house. Sr. Maura flew to Dublin, rented a car at the airport and 

drove to see Bellinter on a wet miserable day. "I came, I saw and I was 

conquered. I didn’t even look at the other house. When I walked into the 
basement and saw the vaulted ceiling I said, "Here is a ready made chapel." 
I think that was what clinched the decision to buy Bellinter." The west 
wing was a virtual shell - just four walls and a roof with birds flying in and 
out of the broken windows.while the east wing had only an earthen floor. 

The central block had some beautiful rooms in very good condition but 
the attic and the roof were in a very bad state of repair. Sister Maura 
found that "You could hardly put your foot down with wood worm and the 
whole floor was covered with basins, buckets and baths to catch the rain 
pouring in." Two surveyors examined the house and pronounced it "value 
for money". The Sisters in England were delighted and the house was 
purchased within weeks. 

Bishop Kyne introduced Sr. Maura to Cormac Murray, a local contractor. 
Sr. Maura explained that they had no money to which the reply came "Pay 
me when you can." Cormac Murray’s assistance to the Sisters went far 
beyond the call of duty. Naish O’Dowd proved to be an excellent choice as 

architect and he maintained and preserved the fabric of the house in its 
original Georgian style. The first work carried out was the conversion of 
the stables wing into the Sister’s quarters. 

The Sisters took possession of Bellinter House on Wednesday, June 29th, 
1966. The Sisters present at that time included Sr. Maura Clune (then 
Reverend Mother Loretto), Sr. Margaret (then Rev. Mother M. Edmund), 
Sr. Catherine (then Rev. Mother M. Ann), Sr. M. Nicola, Sr. M. Brigid 

Byrne and Sr. Patricia O’Sullivan (then Sr. M. Alix). The first community 
at Bellinter included Sr. M. Brigid, Sr. M. Alix and Sr. Cecilia Mary. Sr. 
Carmel and Sr. Mary joined the group at Bellinter about two years later 
and were later followed by Sr. Pia. The official opening of the house took 
place on July 2nd with Mass at mid-day followed by lunch in the 
ballroom. 

To finance the work on the house the Sisters turned to the commercial 

growing of carnations and tomatoes. A site of two acres had to be 
purchased from a neighbouring farmer for the building of the 
greenhouses. In the first year they erected two large glasshouses covering a 
half-acre of ground, one with 29,000 carnation cuttings, and the other with 

3,500 tomato plants. The carnations yielded around 700,000 blooms a year, 

and consignments of tomatoes were sent to the market each week. Two of 
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the sisters, Sister Bridgid Byrne of Dublin and Sister Alix O’Sullivan of 
Athlone spent a training period in Sussex before they came to Bellinter to 
get the enterprise going. 

The Sisters mastered the cultivation of carnations but had no experience 
of marketing. The Press covered this unusual story of "Nuns growing 
flowers". After one particular article the Sisters were contacted by two men 
who worked in the Markets in Belfast offering their assistance. Then one 
morning there was a flush of flowers and the men from the North came 
down to Bellinter. The Sisters had ordered boxes with a green, white and 
gold sash (the Republic’s national colours), a St. Brigid’s Cross and 
labelled with "Sisters of Sion, Bellinter". The Northern market men took 
one look and said "No way". These flowers would not be bought by the 
Orangemen of the North. A new box was designed with a black sash, a St. 
Brigid’s Cross and the label was changed to "Boyne SOS". Following the 
introduction of the new boxes the Sisters quickly established a reputation 
for their flowers on the Dublin and Belfast markets. The neighbours 
helped with the planting and the picking of the blooms and the students 
from the nearby seminary at Dalgan Park also provided tremendous 
support. With the development of the adult education centre the Sisters 
concentrated their energies in that direction and so the greenhouse 
enterprise was closed. 

   
The House with the roof off. 
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    The Sisters at Bellinter Today. 
L to R: Sr.Brigid Byrne, Sr. Mary Hourigan, Sr. Maura Clune, Sr. 

Carmel Niland, Sr. Philomena Conroy, Sr. Roisin Smyth. 

Adult Education began with the organisation of courses for clergy 
religious and laity in Catechetics together with retreats and evening 
classes. The first summer school course in religious education commenced 
in August 1966 with an attendence of 160 people, including 25 overseas 
visitors. The Sisters were amazed by the numbers of people who turned up 
to attend the course. Sr. Carmel was in charge of developing programmes 
in the Centre and making contact with the Jewish community in Dublin. 
Also instrumental in the establishment of the Council of Christians and 
Jews in Ireland Sr. Carmel helped to organise the first Jewish/Christian 
course in the Irish School of Ecumenics. In 1968 Bellinter was the venue 
for the first Folk Masses in the country with eight leading folk groups 
taking part in this experimental approach to the liturgy. 

The Sisters received great support from the local community. A regular 
feature in the early years were the Thursday night Bible Study sessions. 
These would begin with Bible Study from eight to eight thirty followed by. 
a cup of tea and discussion and then a "hooley" until eleven. 

The servant’s quarters in the west wing was renovated as a student’s block 
and a new block of fourteen bedrooms was added in 1969. The Sisters 
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accomodated a group of religious who were taining to be formation 
directors. Five years later the roof of the house was repaired and central 
heating installed. 

In 1971 Bellinter became a temporary refuge to a group of twenty five 
people who had fled the “Troubles” in the North. A baby girl was born to 

one of the refugee families and so Brigid Patricia Anne McCullough, 
named in honour of two of the Sisters, was baptised in the chapel at 
Bellinter. Conscious of the continuing conflict in Northern Ireland and the 

ignorance about various religious denominations the Sisters organised a 
series of lectures and discussions entitled “Bridging The Gap”, the object 
of which was to help create a better understanding between people living 

in the south and people from the north of Ireland. 

In December 1990 the marriage of the year took place at Bellinter when 
Sean Boylan, Meath County Football Manager married Tina Yeats. The 
Bishop of Meath, Dr. Michael Smith, was the chief concelebrant at the 
service which was attended by about fifty guests. The Meath footballers 

trained at nearby Dalgan. 

Sr. Maura is optimistic about the future. "A small number can make a big 

difference". The future will also see a larger involvement by the laity. At 
present a group of interested people (lay associates) mect regularly to 
study and spread the inspiration of the congregation but this development 

is still at an early stage. The work at Bellinter will continue. 

The community of five Sisters have developed Bellinter as a conference 
and adult education centre. The unspoilt decor renders an atmosphere of 
elegance and comfort and makes Bellinter an ideal venue for retreats or 
commercial conferences at a national and international level. 

The comfortable accommodation facilities include 45 bedrooms - single 
bedrooms for 45 persons or accommodation for up to 70 in single, twin 

and double rooms. Other facilities include a large hall, two lecture rooms, 
a TV room, gamesroom and two lounges. Display materials and office 
equipment are also available. 
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The House 

   
Bellinter House was home to the Preston family for nearly two centuries 
and is one of the finest examples of country house architecture in County 
Meath. 

A medium sized house, Bellinter was designed in a country villa style by 
Richard Castle for John Preston. Houses such as this were designed for 
wealthy men who left the city in the summer and played at country 
gentlemen. The house was a retreat and a functioning estate house. The 
main floor was the area to which the public were admitted with the first 
floor being for real family life. The basements were for the servants. One 
wing contained the servant’s quarters and the kitchens while the other 
contained the stables. The vaulted stables had oat lofts overhead and a 
crusher house. The gate at one end of the house led to the stableyard 
while the other gate led to the farmyard. 

An inventory of furniture at Bellinter was made about 1893 when the 
Briscoe family took possession of the house. A total of forty eight pages 
listed approximately 1,200 items. The contents were listed according to the 
room with the names of each room recorded:- Butler’s pantry, Dinin- 
groom, Study, Drawing room, Yellow room, Dressing room, New room, 
Blue room, Stair head, Stair case, Hall, Duffy’s room, Study, Passages, His © 
Reverence’s room, Drawing room, Morning room, House Keeper’s room, 
House maid’s room, Spare room and Dressing room. 
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In 1901 the house is listed as having 22 rooms and 46 out buildings. Living 

in the house with the family were William Swan, the butler (aged 70), 

Bridget Geraghty, the cook (aged 50), Theresa Mulvany, the housemaid 

(aged 50), Ellen Molloy, the kitchen maid (aged 30), Michael Bennet, the 

steward, (aged 55) and two grooms. Living near the “Big house” was the 

gardener, the pantry boy and the Kennel huntsman. In the 1911 census the 

Italian butler, Egido Macario, appears in the house as does George 

Pritchard, a game keeper. In 1893 there were twenty-one workmen 

employed on the estate at an average wage of 9 shillings (45p) a week. 

In 1924 Cecil Henry Briscoe described the house as containing two 

drawing rooms, large and small dining rooms, library, hall with full sized 

billiard table, seven bedrooms, bathroom and servants’ apartments in a 

separate wing. There was a separate herd’s house and compact living house 

in the yard and also a gardener’s house. The demesne had a 9 hole golf 

course let on a lease for £70 per annum. There was good stabling with 19 

loose boxes, excellent duck shooting and good gallops for training 

racehorses. 

The Briscoe family sold the house to William Holdsworth in the 1950s. 

The Estate was purchased by the Irish Land Commission and broken up 

into farms of fifty acres or less. In 1965 the house and twelve acres of land 

was purchased by the Sisters of Sion and they took up residence the 

following year. At this stage the house needed extensive repairs with leaks 

in the roof and the front lawn badly overgrown. The Sisters have now 

brought the house back to its original beauty where possible and have very 

sensitively adapted the building for its present use. 

  

  

The Exterior 

Bellinter House is in the palladian style with a five bay centre block with 
projecting wings, also five bay, with connecting colonnades. The house has 
a symmetry and balance with the elevation prolonged by curved walls with 
gate ways to the farmyard and the stables. The gateways have piers topped 
with urns. 

The door has a fanlight and full length side-windows all surmounted by a 
broken pediment. The flight of stairs up to the front door are stunning, 
the rises are so low and beautifully graded that even infirm people can 
casily mount the stairs. One can almost imagine a lady in a ball gown 
gliding down these steps. These steps are unusually wide and long and 
probably are not original. The wrought iron railings are also not original 
and belong to a later period. 

The windows on the centre block have entablatures over them and the 
other windows have been rusticated. 

Right at the centre of the main block is a niche, partly filled in, with an 
ionic column on either side. In many of Castle’s designs there was a round 
window (or Oculus) above the central niche but this is missing in Bellinter. 

The two side pavilions were meant for kitchens and stables and were 
joined to the main block by colonnades. The original thought behind 
colonnades was that a farm cart could go between the columns and the 
wall. This idea continues the notion of the country house as a 
farmhouse/retreat. The pavilions are connected to the main house by 
Straight arcades. Lady Tara converted the colonnades into conservatories 
and cultivated oranges in the first decades of the nineteenth century. 

Entrance Hall 

Usually in houses of this period there were two halls - an outer hall and an 
inner hall. In Bellinter there is only one hall and on entering it one is 
struck by the plasterwork and majestic fireplace. The military trophies 
depicted in the plasterwork would incline one to think that this was the 
home of a great general but there are no strong military connections in the 
families who inhabited the house. 

The stone fireplace with its bacchantic mask was carved from storie 
quarricd at nearby Ardbraccan. The doors have a very unusual carved 
wooden overdoors. On either side of the door leading to the drawing room 
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are two alcoves, originally holding statues of Adam and Eve. 

This hall is like a stage and certainly provided a dramatic setting for the 
billiard games which went on in the last century. 

Drawing Room 
The main lecture room was originally a drawing room. Lady Tara installed 
two large folding doors to unite this room with the next to create one 
large drawing room overlooking the flower gardens. Also used as a 
ballroom, the room has mahogany doors and the ceilings are in low 
rococo. The central window opens on to steps leading into the garden and 
the banks of the river. Beside the steps stood a sundial bearing the 
inscription “Sic hora transit ut fugit flos - September 30th 1816.” 

  

Drawing Room - Ceiling plasterwork. 

Dining Room 
At the start of the century the Dining Room contained the “Wood park” 
collection of paintings. This was part of the personal collection of Dean 
Jonathan Swift which he gave to his friend, Ford, who lived at Woodpark 
House. The Collection was then moved to Bellinter from Woodpark by 
Gustavus Briscoe. The paintings included portraits of Swift, Vanessa and 
Stella. Another portrait was identified as John, Swift’s manservant. These 

37



paintings were taken by George Briscoe to Asigh house when he left 
Bellinter. The portrait of Vanessa was sold to the National Gallery as it 
had no painting of the lady. At the turn of the century the room also 

contained a beautiful Adams side board. 

With the kitchens located in the west wing it must have been very difficult 
for the servants to keep the food warm on its long journey through the 
basement and up the spiral staircase. 

Library 

The library has a coved ceiling with plain plaster. 

  
Main Staircase 
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Top Hall 

Main Staircase 

The Grand Staircase is in a sidehall which is lit by a large venetian window 
which makes the staircase a very bright place. In a very heavy style the 

stairs resemble a Jacobean staircase. 

Top Hall 

All the bedrooms open out onto this landing. This is typical of Irish 
country house landings, with little privacy as whenever anyone left their 
room they were likely to bump into one of the occupants of the other 
rooms. The hall has a fantastic elaborate plasterwork with doric and 
corinthian half columns and a wonderful oval lantern which brings in all 
the light. People were often marooned in the house for months in the 
winter and so the bright and warm.landing became a meeting place. 
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Bedrooms 

There were four large corner bedrooms with two dressing rooms in the 
centre at the back and one in the front. All the rooms were beautifully 
panelled in pitch pine. Written on one of the panels in the bathroom is 
the inscription “Where will we be September 22nd 1770. (Dated) Sept. 
22nd ‘68” No-one knows who wrote the inscription. 

Attic 

This was where the nursery and the children’s quarters were located. There 
were a total of six rooms which were all beautifully panelled. 

Servant’s Staircase 

The unusual servant's staircase is spiral and made of wood. Pity the poor 
servant who had to carry a bucket either up or down the stairs. There are 
no windows on the wooden staircase perhaps to cut down on draughts 
which would have brought the food smells up from the basements below. 

  
The Servant’s Staircase 
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Basement 

The main block has a massive vaulted basement. The vaulted servant’s hall 
has been converted into a Chapel. Other rooms were used as a Butler’s 
pantry, cold cellars, a dairy and a servant’s recreation room. 

The Grounds 

Originally there were three avenues to the house. There was a picturesque 
and beautiful drive from Bellinter Bridge along a terrace overhanging the 
river. This drive was over a mile and a half long and had a branch which 
led to the kennels and the lower yards. Secondly there was an avenue 
approaching the house from the front through a landscaped and treelined 
park. The gateways of this drive are now the gates to the Royal Tara Golf 
Club and to a modern bungalow. The present avenue, known originally as 
the “Bective Drive”, approaches the house from the side. There is no view 
of the house coming up the drive and then suddenly this wonderful house 
is revealed. The curved wings with the gates draws you further into the 
house. 

At the front of the house are two majestic weeping beeches which must 
surely be as old as the house itself. 

The garden was banished to a walled enclosure some distance from the 
house. The Garden wood contained two of the finest oaks in Ireland which 
were cul down in the 1950s and sent to Paris to be used for veneer work. 
These walled gardens were described as being on a large scale and 
containing a great range of glasshouses with the choicest of fruit. 
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Richard Castle - The Architect 
Bellinter House is thought to be one of Richard Castle’s last buildings, 
designed around 1750 for John Preston, M.P. Richard Castle was a 
popular architect in the first half of the eighteenth century and designed 
such classic Irish houses as Russborough, Carton, Powerscourt and 
Leinster House. 

Born about 1691 in Hesse Kassel in Germany, it is suggested that his name 
was really “de Ricardi” and that he adopted the surname “Castle” from his 
birthplace as his surname in Ireland. His name has been spelt in a number 
of different ways, such as : Cassels, Cassel or Castles. 

Sir Edward Lovett Pearce was the leading architect in the early part of the 
eighteenth century in Ireland and Castle may have been invited to Ireland 
by him about 1727. Castle became the leading architect in Ireland after the 
untimely death of Pearce. 

Richard Castle is associated with many of the big houses of the eighteenth 
century in Dublin and the surrounding area. There are a number of 
classical buildings of Castle’s design still surviving in Dublin such as Iveagh 
House, now housing the Department of Foreign Affairs, which has been 
much altered with only one room of Castle’s design remaining. 
Clanwilliam House on St. Stephen’s Green has fine interiors with 
plasterwork by the Francini brothers. These brothers also worked on 
another Castle’s house, Tyrone House, in Marlborough Street. Castle 
designed the printing house and dining hall at Trinity College about 1740 
but these were later re-built. 

Leinster House was built in 1745 as Kildare House for the Earl of Kildare, 

who became the first Duke of Leinster. This building became home to the 
R.D.S., the Royal Dublin Society, and was acquired in 1922 to 
accommodate the Irish National Parliament, the Dail, a role which it still 
fulfils. 

Russborough House in County Wicklow was built in 1741 for Joseph 
Leeson, afterwards first Earl of Milltown and now houses the Beit Art 

collection. Powerscourt House, also in Co. Wicklow, was begun by Castle 

in 1731 and Carton House, Co. Kildare, was remodelled for Castles’ 

patron, the Earl of Kildare. Castle built Westport House in Co. Mayo 
while Hazelwood in Co. Sligo is one of Castle’s earliest attempts at a 
central block with pavilions type of building. It is likely that Castle 
remodelled Strokestown House in Roscommon and laid out the building 
in Neo-Palladian style with the kitchens located in one pavilion and the 
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vaulted stables in the other. Castle designed the music-hall in Fishamble 
Street where Handel first produced the “Messiah” in 1742. 

In the Meath area Castle designed a large stone house with two pavilions 
for the Bishops of Meath at Ardbraccan, just outside Navan. Bellinter is of 
a similar design. The Charter School at Ardbraccan is also attributed to 
him but his masterpicce in Meath and possibly his lifetime’s masterpiece 
was Summerhill House, a house sadly no longer standing. One of Castle’s 
last designs was for a maternity hospital for Dublin, the Rotunda, which 
was begun in 1751 just after his death. 
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Stucco-Plasterwork in Entrance Hall 
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