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Markree Castle, County Sligo
Markree Castle sits just south of the village of Collooney in the west of Ireland.  The magnificent estate has belonged to the Cooper family since 1663, when Edward Cooper received the castle and lands from Oliver Cromwell.  Three centuries on, Charles Cooper now runs the symmetrical, gothic-styled establishment as a country retreat.

THE VILLAGE OF COLLOONEY, County Sligo, is a small, picturesque village, 11 kilometres outside the town of Sligo, with views of several mountain ranges, including the Ox Mountains and Ben Bulben. In 1408, the McDonagh clan built the first fortified outpost, around which the existing village grew. 
In 1663, Edward Cooper was serving under Cromwell when his army defeated the O’Brien clan.  O’Brien himself died in the battle and Edward married O’Brien’s widow, Máire Rua (Red Mary).  With Máire and her two sons, Cooper went to live in Luimneach Castle, in Limerick.  
Máire gave her sons the surname Cooper in an effort to protect them from English aggressors.  It appears that Edward and Máire themselves had a child.  Of the three children, one died, the second inherited Luimneach Castle and the third, of which the current owner, Charles Cooper, is a direct descendent, became heir to Markree Castle.

Following Cromwell’s overpowering of the O’Brien clan, his troops continued to march northwards, despite the fact that Cromwell had no funds with which to compensate his men for their service.  As a result, in lieu of payment, Cromwell distributed lands to his officers - Edward Cooper being the recipient of Markree Castle and its stunning surrounding lands.

Around 1688, when King James II was endeavouring to regain the throne, the Catholic army occupied Markree Castle, and the Coopers had to vacate the family home.  However, by 1690, following the Battle of the Boyne, the Cooper family returned and remained at the castle, except for a period when  it was occupied  by the Free State Army, during the Civil War.

In 1830, the estate passed to Edward Joshua Cooper, who represented Sligo at Westminster.  Cooper was immensely interested in astrology - a passion passed to him through his mother, Ann.  He purchased a state of the art objective, at a cost of £1,200.  At the Royal Astronomical Society’s annual meeting in 1851, Cooper’s observatory received tribute as being “the most richly furnished private observatory in existence”.  Unfortunately, the cast iron telescope fell into disrepair over the years, as it lay uncovered and exposed to the elements.

It is interesting to note that, due to the Cooper’s opposition to the Act of Union with England in the 1800’s, (“níos Gaelaí ná na Gaeil iad féin” – more Irish than the Irish themselves) the family forfeited a title, which was bestowed upon most recipients of land at the time.

Evidently, in 1848 Cecil Frances Alexander composed the well-known hymn, All Things Bright and Beautiful, during a visit to Markree, inspired by her glorious surroundings.  Poet W. B. Yeats, for whom County Sligo was home, was also a guest of the family at Markree Castle and other homes in the village of Collooney.  
Upon the death of Edward Joshua Cooper in 1863, the estate passed to his nephew, Edward Henry Cooper.  Born in 1827, Edward Henry was educated at Eton and served with the Grenadier Guards.  He represented Sligo at Westminster in 1865, and was elected to the office of Lord-Lieutenant of Sligo in 1877.
London architect, Francis Goodwin, is responsible for the design, in 1830, of the stately crenellated entrance gates to the long and winding, scenic drive to the castle.  

The castle itself - which dates from 1802, but encompasses parts of earlier houses - was extensively enlarged and remodelled c.1870 by Irish architect, Francis Johnston. Johnston received his training in the classical tradition, and had a fondness for the gothic design evident at Markree.  The exterior of the castle has an imposing, symmetrical composition, with battlemented tower.  The dining room of the castle is an architectural masterpiece, designed by Johnston, and built by Italian artisans.  Other castles boasting Johnston’s architectural style are Charleville Castle in County Offaly, and Killeen Castle in County Meath.

Some changes were made in 1896, chiefly to the interior of the castle, including an ornamental doorway to the south-facing gardens.  The elaborate stained glass window in the stairway represents the Cooper family tree from King John up to Queen Victoria.
The current owner’s grandfather was one of two members of the British House of Commons in 1922 to be elected Teachta Dála, as members of the newly established Parliament of the Republic of Ireland, following the Civil War.
The castle, like many great houses in Ireland, fell into a state of disrepair, and lay uninhabited for many years following the Second World War.  In the 1980’s, the castle was on the cover of Vanishing Country Houses of Ireland.  Charles Cooper - whose background was in the hotel business - returned to his ancestral home in 1989 and, following some necessary renovations, changed the castle’s purpose from family home to hotel.  
As such, it has been a country refuge for golfer, Tom Watson, and singer-songwriter, Johnny Cash.  According to the Sligo Weekender, Cash and his entourage booked the Castle for three days following a concert in Dublin, in order to video Wood-Carver, his duet with Irish singer, Sandy Kelly.  
The family-operated country house has been aptly updated for today’s needs.  However, the opulently decorated hotel, with period furniture and artefacts, retains the character and ambience of its historic past.   
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