HOWTH - A Guide for Visitors

This pamphlet has been prepared especially for you, as a guest of the Deer Park Hotel, to make your stay more enjoyable and to answer some of the questions, which we find our guests most frequently ask. We have tried to cover all the sights, services and amenities in the area, which are of greatest interest or use. 

 The Hotel is situated in the grounds of Howth Castle, and the history of the house and the family, which built and still lives in it, is covered in some detail, as visitors often inquire about it. The castle is not open to the public, as it remains a family home. However, tours can be arranged for special interest groups and these have to be booked in advance. The Kitchen in the Castle Cookery School is now open in the beautifully restored Georgian kitchen at Howth Castle. They offer many courses and cookery demonstrations throughout the year.
Visitors interested in local history should read “The Howth Peninsula” by Vincent McBrierty, which covers these topics in greater detail, as well as aspects of the social and economic history of the village, which this pamphlet does not touch on at all. It can be purchased locally or borrowed from Howth Library. 

ABOUT THE HOTEL

The hotel is situated in the grounds of Howth Castle, and approached by driving through the castle gates and passing the house itself. Although only nine miles from the centre of a major European capital city, it is remarkably peaceful, being surrounded on all sides by golf courses apart from the south, where the spectacular rhododendron gardens cascade down the rocky hillside. 

The hotel first opened in 1973, but has been substantially added to and upgraded since then. A member of Irish Country Hotels, it nonetheless remains family owned. Its 70 rooms are decorated and furnished to the highest standards, and a large number of them look out over the sea at a panorama described by H. G. Wells as  “The finest view west of Naples”.

The hotel boasts a fine restaurant, a 17metre swimming pool with sauna and steam room, and two all-weather tennis courts for the use of guests, as well as the opportunity to play what are the finest park golf courses in the district. Facilities also include a gym, fitness studio and spa.
The View from the Hotel 

If you stand at the front door to the hotel and look directly away from it, you are facing north. The island straight in front and nearest to you is “Ireland’s Eye”, that beyond it “Lambay”. Slightly to your right is Howth Harbour with the village above it.

 On the left-hand side it is possible to see how close Howth is to being an island. A thin strip of land joins it to the mainland at Sutton Cross. Sutton Golf Club can be seen on a tongue of land going into the sea. Facing it across a small channel is the famous links course of Portmarnock. Looking further north up the coast Malahide can normally be seen, and on a very clear day the Mountains of Mourne in Ulster.

Returning to Sutton and following the coast as it sweeps southwest, Bull Island is clearly visible. Royal Dublin and St. Anne’s Golf Clubs are both on this sandy island, which also is home to a large population of waders, ducks and geese.Beyond it the twin towers of Ringsend power station guard the entrance to Dublin harbour. Looking directly across Sutton Cross to the horizon the airport can be seen. The views towards Dublin are particularly spectacular at night.

A GOLFER’S PARADISE

The hotel boasts the finest park courses in the district. The Deer Park Course, 18 holes, 6830yards, par 72, sweeps down in front of the castle through the mature woodlands, which surround the house.    In addition there are two 9-hole courses, which can either be played separately, or as another 18-hole course. The Grace O’Malley Course, 3130yards, par 35, is on the parkland to the east of the castle, while the St. Fintan’s Course, 3373yards, par 37, is on the higher ground to the west, and commands fine views of Dublin Bay. Together they constitute an 18-hole, 6503yards, par 72 course.

Above the hotel to the south east is a challenging 12-hole par 3 course, 1810yards, par 36, while to the south west beneath the rhododendrons is an 18-hole pitch and putt, 980yards in total, the longest 70metres.

The hotel is within easy reach of a number of other well known golf clubs in the district, most notably the fine links courses of Royal Dublin and Portmarnock Golf Club, both of which have regularly played host to the Irish Open. 

The courses apart from our own, which our guests most frequently play, are Royal Dublin (Tel.8337153), Portmarnock Hotel & Golf Links (Tel.8461800), and St. Margaret’s Golf Club (Tel.8640400), which is near the airport. 

LOCAL TRANSPORT

Taxis are freely available locally, and can be booked for you by members of the hotel staff. The hotel has a courtesy coach available to take guests to and from Howth village – the service is free and runs from early morning until 10.30 pm. In addition the hotel is well served by public transport.  The bus stops just 40 yards to the right of the front gates, and provides a frequent if somewhat slow service to the centre of Dublin.

 200 yards further on is Howth station, which is the terminus for the DART, the Dublin Area Rapid Transit, which runs through the centre of Dublin and on round Dublin Bay to Bray. The three most frequently used stations in the centre of Dublin are Connolly Station (Amiens Street), for O’Connell Street and the IFSC, Tara Street, for Trinity College, Temple Bar and the principal shopping area round Grafton Street, and Pearse Station (Westland Row), for Merrion Square and the National Museum and Gallery. There are also stations at Lansdowne Road and at Dun Laoghaire to connect with the ferries.

LOCAL WALKS & BEACHES

 There are a number of attractive walks in the locality. The rhododendron gardens, just to the rear of the hotel, are entered by the path from the southwest corner of the car park. A network of intersecting paths allows the visitor to admire the display, or climb to the top of the hill, where there is a wonderful view of the bay, islands and castle. Access can be gained from the southeastern corner of the garden to the open hillside behind, which again has some magnificent scenery.

The Summit can be reached by driving up the hill through Howth village, forking left at the church, and continuing on about half a mile, until, at the Summit Inn, a road to the left leads to a car park. This affords access to the East Mountain, and some spectacular walks along the cliffs.

There is an attractive local beach, although the shallow sloping seabed makes it unsuitable for swimming. The wide expanse of fine sand is good for entertaining children or simply walking. It can be found by turning left out of the gates towards Dublin. After about 600yards in the middle of a straight piece of road there is a turn to the right onto a bridge across the railway line. Take this and bear immediately left, parallel to the road you were previously on. After about 400yards you will come across a wide walkway to the right giving pedestrian access between two houses to the strand.  Burrow beach in nearby Sutton and Portmarnock beach are ideal for swimming in the summer months.
SIGHTS OF INTEREST 

Howth Castle

Earlier Structures

During the first years of the St. Lawrences’ tenure their castle was not on its present site, but on the mound to the north of the east pier of the harbour, where the Martello tower now stands. Almost certainly this was a wooden structure in the “mote and baily” style. A deed dated about 1235 refers to “the old castle” from which it seems reasonable to infer that a new one had been built. However no trace of this second building remains. Most probably it occupied the present site, and was demolished when the oldest of the surviving structures were built in the mid 15th century.  

The Present Building

Ireland boasts many fine houses, particularly those built in the 18th century, which demonstrate the work of one great architect at the height of his powers. Howth, however, is a house that has evolved over a remarkably long period of time, the work of many hands and many owners. Each generation has left its mark. It is possible to trace in its stones the evolution of the country house in Ireland from a heavily fortified refuge for the Lord, his retainers and their livestock, to a family home with all the comforts that the Edwardian Age could provide. Begun sometime around 1450, it was last added to in 1911, when Sir Edwin Lutyens built what is known as the Gaisford Tower, 450 years later.

The Keep and Gate Tower are the oldest parts of the building, both dating from the mid 15th century, the work of Christopher, 14th Lord of Howth. Standing, facing the steps of the castle, the Keep is the large tower to the left of the main door, the Gate House immediately on ones right. Traces remain in the gardens of the wall and turrets, which would have enclosed the area.

The Hall was added alongside the Keep in 1558 by Christopher, 20th Lord of Howth, the Blind Lord. It is now entered by the main door of the castle. Nicholas, 23rd Lord of Howth, sometime prior to 1641, added the top floor above the Hall.

The East Wing, which is on ones left as one faces the steps, was next to be added. It was built by William, 25th Lord of Howth, sometime between the Restoration in 1660 and his death in 1671. However the tower at the end of the wing, known as Kenelm’s Tower, is Victorian. It was added by Thomas, 30th Lord and 3rd Earl of Howth, in 1855.   

In 1909 the last Lord Howth died, and his nephew Julian Gaisford inherited the castle. He sold his house in England and commissioned the young Edwin Lutyens to modernise the castle and add to it. The most substantial addition was the Gaisford Tower at the end of the west wing, which he built to house his library. Other work included the steps to the east of the new tower, a loggia with bathrooms above between the old hall and the west wing, and a charming sunken garden.

The Old Elm 

The round raised bed on the gravel in front of the Gate Tower, which is now planted with young oak trees, marks the spot where an ancient elm tree stood for nearly four hundred years. It was traditionally said that the “Howth” title would die, when the last of its branches fell, and on the death of the last earl a bough, which had been supported by chains, did fall. The tree itself, hollow and with no substantial branches, survived, until Dutch elm disease finally killed it in the 1980s.

The Cromlech 
Beneath the rhododendrons lies the cromlech or dolmen, one of seven portal dolmens in the Dublin area. Attributed to between 2500 BC and 2000 BC the massive capstone weighs in excess of 70 tons, and was originally supported by eight other stones, so that the flat underside would have formed a horizontal ceiling to the chamber beneath. The stone is 17 ft. long, 12 ft. broad, and 6ft. thick. Over the years it has slipped off the supporting stones, so that it now rests partially on them and partially on the ground. As originally erected it would have been 12ft. high. Almost certainly these dolmens were built to honour dead chieftains or kings and protect the contents of their tombs. 

Two legends are associated with the cromlech on Howth. One is that it is the quoit thrown by Fionn MacCumhaill from the Bog of Allen. The second, celebrated in a poem by Sir Samuel Ferguson, is it marks the grave of Aideen, daughter of Aengus of Ben Edar, who died of grief following the death of her husband, Oscar, at the battle of Garva in 284 AD.

The cromlech is within easy walking distance from the hotel. A path leads from the southwest corner of the car park into the rhododendron gardens. Follow this, and then take one of the two paths to your right, which run parallel to each other beneath the hill. After about 200 yards a path at right angles to the right leads directly to the monument.

The Rhododendron Gardens

The spectacular rhododendron gardens lie immediately behind the hotel, and can be entered by a path from the southwest corner of the car park. These were planted on what was originally bare hillside from 1850 onwards. At first the plantations were almost entirely Rhododendron Ponticum, the common purple form, but over the years the collection was added to so that there are now some 400 species and numerous hybrids. The microclimate of the peninsula, the lack of frost and the sea mist all make for a perfect environment for these natives of the Himalayas.

National Transport Museum

Situated on the estate in the converted farm buildings is the National Transport Museum, which has an extensive collection of old vehicles from all over Ireland. The star of the collection is the No 9 Howth tram, the last to ever run in Ireland. To get to the museum turn right after coming up the main drive, just before reaching the castle.

The Harbour

   Howth has long been a port of entry into Ireland, as well as an active fishing port. The harbour in its present form was built in 1818 together with the lighthouse. From then until 1834, Howth was the mail station for Dublin, but Dun Laoghaire took over this function when the size of the steam packets became too great. In 1914 it was at Howth that the Asgard under the command of Erskine Childers landed guns for the Irish Volunteers, arms which subsequently saw action in the Easter Rising of 1916. The harbour saw major redevelopment in the early 1980s, so that it now also contains a fine marina. Seals can often be seen swimming within it, particularly near the west pier.

  The east pier makes an attractive walk, while the west, where the fishing boats land, is lined with fish shops. Irish smoked salmon, suitably packaged to export is normally available. A number of other shops, restaurants and bars line the waterfront. Above the east pier, on what is believed to be the site of the original castle stands a Martello tower. These were built at strategic coastal locations by the order of the Duke of York in 1803 to defend against possible invasion by Napoleon. Others can be seen at Red Rock on the south of the peninsula and on Ireland’s Eye.

Ireland’s Eye

Ireland’s Eye is a 15minute boat trip from the harbour, and during the summer months a motorboat takes visitors across starting from about half way up the east pier (Tel. 8314200 or 087 2678211). The island is attractive and unspoilt with sandy beaches and a substantial nesting sea bird colony of some nine different species.  

St. Mary’s Abbey

Above the harbour are the ruins of St. Mary’s Abbey. The remains probably largely date from the 14th century with some later additions, and include the altar tomb of Christopher, 14th Lord of Howth and his wife Anne. He died in 1462. However there was undoubtedly a church on the site in earlier times. Sitric, a Norse king of Dublin, built a church on the sight in 1042, and in 1235 upon the transfer of the prebend from Ireland’s Eye the church was dedicated by the archbishop to the Blessed Virgin Mary.

APPENDIX 1

Howth Before The Anglo-Norman Invasion

Derivation

Howth occupies an important place in Irish history and legend. Its name is derived from the Danish “Hoved”, a head, and attests to its early importance as a seaport in the latter part of the last millennium after the Norse invasions. A number of old Howth families bear names of Scandinavian origin. In Irish it is ”Ben Edar”, and historians disagree as to its derivation. The wife of Gann, one of the Firbolg chieftains, bore the name Etar. Some say the name commemorates her sudden death on the hill. Another possibility is one of the Tuatha Dé Danann chieftains, Edar, whose brother Breagh lends his name to a headland on the south side of Dublin Bay.A further theory derives the name from the Irish “Ben-na-Dair”, “The Hill of the Oaks”.

In early times

In the early 1st century the peninsular was home to one of the great Irish kings, Crimthann, renowned for his wealth, the result of successful overseas raids. Traditionally he is buried in the valley between Sheilmartin and Dun Hill. The remains of an ancient fort on the promontory on which the Baily Lighthouse now stands have been associated with him, but his dún was said to be visible from Meath and this argues for a site on the north side of the peninsula probably close to the harbour. Ptolemy shows Howth as an island, “Edrou Heremos”, the desert of Edros  

Among the tales of Cúchulain the “Siege of Etar” is well known. A hill within the village known as “Dunboe”, the Cow Fort is traditionally linked to this event. The peninsula again features in the tales of Fionn Mac Cumhaill and the Fianna Eireann as a port and hunting ground. Here Fionn is said to have foreseen the future invasion of Ireland, Griainné his betrothed to have fled with her lover, Diarmuid, to a cave, reputedly one near Drumleck point, and the Fianna set out to Garva where the suffered a crushing defeat in 284 AD.

The early Christian period a number of holy men are associated with the area. These include the three sons of Nessan, a prince of the royal house of Leinster, who established a church on Ireland’s Eye. Here The Garland of  Howth was penned, an 8th or 9th century illuminated copy of the four Gospels, which is now one of the treasures of the library of Trinity College, together with the most famous manuscript of that period, The Book of Kells.

By the 9th century the coast around Dublin was being subjected to frequent raids by Norsemen. The Annals of the Four Masters record in 819 the plundering of the peninsula and the seizure by foreigners of a great prey of women. The history of the next two centuries feature numerous clashes between the Norse invaders and the indigenous peoples culminating in the Battle of Clontarf in 1014, where King Brian Boru won a decisive victory over the Norse forces, who fled to Howth for refuge.

APPENDIX 2

The St. Lawrence Family And Howth

The Arrival of the Normans and St. Lawrence Family

The Anglo-Norman invasion of Ireland in the mid 12th century marked a turning point in the history of the peninsula. In 1177 John de Courcy and his brother in law, Almeric, arrived off Howth. Tradition has it that on St. Lawrence’s Day, 10th August, the Norman forces commanded by Almeric won a great victory against the local inhabitants at Evora Bridge. The site of this battle is thought to be close to where the Church of Ireland church now stands, where a small brook known as the Bloody Stream ran. The stream was subsequently diverted. Quantities of bones, bridles, sword blades and horse armour unearthed when the foundations of the church were excavated lend credence to the story, although it is difficult to believe that so small a stream merited a bridge at so early a date.

The tale that Almeric, whose original surname was Tristram, vowed before the battle that he would change his name to that of the saint if victorious, is probably more charming than true. It is more likely that the name is derived from the town St, Laurant in Normandy. Following the battle Almeric was granted possession of the lands of Howth, and the estate remains in the hands of his descendants to this day.

Almeric continued to campaign alongside John de Courcy in Ulster. Left for dead after a battle near Down, he was subsequently found salving his wounds with wild roses. The St. Lawrence Arms, crossed swords with four white roses between them are said to refer to this legend, as does the family motto, “Que Panse”, “That which heals”.

 The Book of Howth a 16th century compilation of annals, history and legend is a principal source for the period and is now to be found in the library at Lambeth Palace. However it does strain the credulity of its readers with its tales of heroic deeds on the battlefield against forces ten or fifteen times as large. Almeric died in battle in 1189 fighting Cathal O’Connor, king of Connaught, outnumbered so we are told by close to one hundred to one. Remarkably all his successors as Lords of Howth died natural deaths. The lands, which he had seized descended in the male line through the hands of a further 30 Lords of Howth until the death of the last earl in 1909, when they passed to his nephew, his sisters eldest son.       

The Family in the medieval period

Almeric’s son Nicholas succeeded him. A deed signed by Nicholas survives, transferring his lands to his son, another Almeric. It was witnessed by a number of local noblemen including John de Courcy and the Archbishop of Dublin. Almeric’s ownership of the lands was further secured by a deed of grant obtained from John, then Lord of Ireland, later to be king of England. A series of Lords succeeded each other over the next two centuries, some better attested to than others in the historical records.

Christopher, the 14th Lord, is a figure of more historical substance and interest than his predecessors. He is thought to have been responsible for the building of earliest surviving parts of the castle, the keep and gate tower, and was clearly a figure of political importance. He succeeded his father in the mid 1430’s by when he was old enough to have married and have a son. In 1442 he was knighted, in about 1452 made a member of the King’s Council and in 1456 was appointed by Act of Parliament a member of the Privy Council for life, and granted a fee for his services.

He owed these appointments to Richard, Duke of York, whom he met when he landed at Howth in 1449. He accompanied him when he returned to England to the Wars of the Roses. His loyalty to the House of York was rewarded with land and with the grant in 1461 of a hereditary Barony. Hitherto the Lords of Howth had been Barons by tenure only. The altar tomb in St. Mary’s Abbey in Howth was erected in his memory.

 His son Robert, whose marriage to Alicia White brought the lands of Killester into the estate, succeeded him. He also was a figure of some note. Knighted in 1462 he became Chancellor of the Green Wax in1467, and in 1481 Chancellor of Ireland. On the death of his first wife he married Joan Beaufort, daughter of the Duke of Somerset, a ward of the king and direct descendant of John of Gaunt.

 His son , Nicholas, succeeded to the title in 1487 in the midst of the Lambert Simnel revolt, and showed considerable political astuteness in not lending his support to the child king. As his father had been before him he was made Chancellor of the Green Wax, and in 1509 Chancellor of Ireland. In 1520, however, his staunch support for the Earl of Kildare in his feud with the Earl of Ormonde led to his temporary dismissal from the Privy Council. 

The Great Sword of Howth

The Great Sword of Howth, which hangs in the hall of the castle, and was traditionally used by Almeric in 1177, in fact dates from this period and was most probably his. A double-handed sword, it now has a blade 44 inches in length, bat originally was about 7 inches longer. It could only have been wielded by a man on foot. Dalton’s History of County Dublin records that Nicholas fought all day on foot at the Battle of  Knocktoe in 1504 on the side of the Earl of Kildare against Ulick Burke.

The Blind Lord

On his death in 1526 his son, Christopher succeeded to the title. During the Silken Thomas rebellion he was taken prisoner by the insurgents, and the castle unsuccessfully besieged. In 1541 when the Act of Supremacy was imposed on Ireland Christopher assented to it. In contrast his uncle Thomas St. Lawrence, a Member of the Privy Council and Justice of the King’s Bench strongly opposed it, and provided shelter to the subsequently murdered Archbishop Alen.

Christopher was succeeded by three of his sons in turn. The last of these, another Christopher, known as “The Blind Lord” is of interest. A prominent Member of the Privy Council he campaigned vigorously against the high level of taxes imposed on the Pale, and was imprisoned in Dublin Castle for five months in1578 for his pains. He added to the castle and built Killester House and Bettyville in Raheny. His personal life was, however, turbulent, and in 1579 was convicted of beating his wife, his daughter and his butler. A fine of £1000, later reduced to £500 was imposed. It was during his tenure that the incident known as the “Stealing of the Heir” must have taken place.

The Stealing of the Heir, and the Extra Place

The traditional story is that in 1575 Gráinne Uaile,( Grace O’Malley), the great Connaught sea queen , returned from a visit to Queen Elizabeth and landed at Howth. She went to the castle to request refreshment and stores, but found the gates shut as it was the dinner hour. Enraged by what she regarded as a clear breach of the rules of hospitality, she abducted the heir whom she encountered playing on the sands. She subsequently returned him when it was promised that the gates would never again be closed for dinner, and that an extra place be laid at every meal for her or her descendant. The extra place is laid to this day.

In fact Gráinne Uaile did not visit England until 1593 by which time there was no suitable heir to abduct. However she did visit Sir Henry Sydney in Dublin in 1576, when Christopher, later the 22nd Lord would have been a small boy, and he seems the most probable hostage.

The Early Seventeenth Century and the Flight of the Earls

Nicholas, the 21st Lord, succeeded to the Barony in 1591 held a prominent position in public life while remaining openly catholic. In 1605 when Dublin was in the grip of plague Sir Arthur Chichester, the Lord Deputy stayed at Howth and governed from there. It is said that Nicholas would accompany him to the doors of the protestant church but would not enter.

In the meantime his son, Christopher, pursued a turbulent and somewhat controversial career. He accompanied the Earl of Essex on his unsuccessful expedition against O’Neil in Ulster in 1599. When he was recalled to court in disgrace Sir Christopher went with him, and enthusiastically took his part. He was called before the Privy Council accused of making threats against Sir Robert Cecil. Taunted with being an Irishman, he replied, “I am sorry that when I am in England I should be esteemed an Irishman, and in Ireland an Englishman.” Returning to Ireland he fought under Mountjoy, but subsequently left to form a regiment of volunteers to serve under his command in the Netherlands.

His involvement in the events leading up to the flight of the Earls of Tyrconnel and Tyrone in 1607 again embroiled him in controversy. Learning of the conspiracy he reported it to the Earl of Salisbury, who passed on the warning to Chichester without disclosing his informant, but giving him the codename AB. The earls fled, but Chichester became suspicious of the new Lord Howth even though he by then knew that he had informed on the conspirators, and had him arrested. Eventually he was acquitted of all charges laid against him. His actions have led to his being criticised as a spy, informer and traitor both to the Irish cause and the Crown. In truth he was probably very much a child of his times, in a period of Ireland’s history whichCurtis describes as a web of treachery and intrigue. His impetuous nature was not well suited to civilian life, and his final years were marked by a number of spectacular rows and disputes.

The Later Seventeenth Century

On his death in 1619 his son Nicholas succeeded to the Barony. By nature retiring, he took little interest in public life. He sided with the King in the Civil War, but took little active part. He arranged for Ormond’s dispatches to be transported to the king in England. In1644 he joined with other Royalist peers in petitioning the king “to arbitrate between the Catholics and the Protestants, and to declare the Covenanters his enemies, and that to subsist in their present divided condition appeared to them utterly impossible.” He died later in the same year, “his estate and means almost altogether wasted and burned”. His brother, Thomas, succeeded him, but continued to live close to his mother’s family in Suffolk, not taking up residence until 1648, shortly before he died, making him the only absentee among the Lords of Howth.

Under the Commonwealth the family seems to have suffered little for its service to the king. The latter half of the 17th century saw successive Lords, who while typically taking their seats in Parliament were notably less active in public life, a trait, which served to preserve them and their estate during a period of considerable turbulence. 

A letter of 1697 to Lord Howth from an Augustinian Friar on the subject of breeding hounds betrays an interest in the hunting field that traversed the religious divide. Throughout the centuries the family maintained a tradition of religious toleration. William the 25th Lord, a Protestant, gave considerable help to Fr. Anselm, the local Catholic priest in the mid 17th century supplying him with food and warning him of the intentions of his enemies. In 1711 Lady Howth intervened to prevent the arrest of the local priest. The 2nd Earl contributed £100 to the building of a “Popish chapel” in 1814 and laid its foundation stone. Both he and his son, the last two Earls to marry, wed Catholic wives, and as was the tradition of the time brought up their daughters in their mother’s religion.

The 18th Century and the Age of Swift

William the 27th Lord was more active in public life sitting as Member of Parliament for Ratoath prior to his succeeding to the title. He is chiefly remembered for his friendship with Swift whose portrait by Francis Bindon hangs in the dining room of the castle. His wife Lucy was Swift’s “blue eyed nymph”, admired for her beauty and vivacity. He was responsible for substantial alteration and additions to the house, so that by 1750 the castle was very largely as it appears today.

    William’s successor his son, Thomas was not particularly active in politics. However in 1767 he was created Viscount St. Lawrence, and Earl of Howth, both in the Irish Peerage, and in 1768 appointed to the Privy Council. To these honours a state pension of £500 was added in 1776 “in consideration of his and his ancestors services”. He indulged in one eccentricity, that of driving a coach, which he did while wearing a coachman’s wig and never without a bit of straw, two inches long, in his mouth. Overspending and financial mismanagement during his tenure lead to financial difficulties, which continued to beset the family to a greater or lesser degree throughout the 19th century. He spent much of the time during his latter years in Bath and died in Cheltenham in 1801.

The Last Three Earls

The tenure of the 2nd Earl was largely uneventful. He appears to have lived a quiet life, after a somewhat extravagant youth. His son, Thomas, the 3rd Earl succeeded him in 1822. Horses were a major passion, and he hunted enthusiastically, most frequently at Melton Mowbray. He started a pack of staghounds at Howth in 1827. Racing also was a major interest. He rode his first race at the Curragh in 1929, and soon after started steeple chasing in England. Race meetings were held in the demesne at Howth with Corr Castle being used as the grandstand, and in 1853 started Baldoyle Racecourse. When “Peep O’Day Boy” won him the 1848 Chester Cup, his winnings financed the building of the castle gates. He is an important figure in the history of the development of racing in Ireland.

He was also prominent in public life. In 1826 he proved his title as an Irish representative peer in the House of Lords, and in 1835 was installed as a Knight of St. Patrick. In 1851 he was appointed Lord Lieutenant of Dublin and Admiral of Leinster, posts which he held until his death in 1874.

His successor as Earl William shared his father’s enthusiasm for horses. Commisioned initially in the 7th Hussars in 1845, he transferred to the Lancashire Hussars, whose Colonel shared his interest in hunting. He left the army in 1854. IN 1868 he entered Parliament as Liberal M.P. for County Galway, resigning on his fathers death. In 1881 he was given an English Peerage being created first and last Baron Howth, and in 1884 was enrolled as a Knight of St. Patrick. His standard still hangs above his knight’s stall in St. Patrick’s Cathedral. During his later years he spent little time at Howth in part as a result of deteriorating health. He died in Bournemouth at the age of 82 in 1909.

The Gaisford-St. Lawrence Family 

On the death of the last Earl the estate and house passed to his nephew, Julian Gaisford,who assumed by royal license the arms and name of St. Lawrence. His father Thomas Gaisford was the eldest son of Thomas Gaisford, Dean of Christ Church and regius professor of Greek at Oxford, the foremost English classical scholar of the first half of the 19th century. He married Lady Emily St. Lawrence, the last Earls eldest sister in 1859. Both were catholic, she as it was her mother’s religion, and he as a result of his conversion in the Oxford movement lead by Cardinal Newman. Both were dead when Julian inherited Howth. 

He sold the Gaisford house near Worthing, Offington, and moved to Ireland with his family. Before doing so he had the house altered and modernised, employing the well-known architect, Sir Edwin Lutyens. The most substantial addition was a library to house the Gaisford’s collection of books. Both the Dean and his son had collected them. Julian died in 1932, leaving the estate to his eldest son, Thomas.

Thomas had a distinguished career during the First World War being awarded the M.C. with two bars, and serving throughout the war in the Seaforth Highlanders. An enthusiastic gardener he devoted much time to the gardens at Howth, and to his principle outside interest, the Knights of Malta. He was for a time Chancellor of the Order, and did much to set up their ambulance corps in Ireland.

He never married, and on his death in 1955 the estate passed to his younger brother’s eldest son, Christopher, who lives in the castle with his family. He built and runs the hotel and golf courses, and shares with the last two Earls interest in racing, having been for a period a Steward of the Irish Turf Club, the body which makes and administers the rules of racing in Ireland.  

