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Killeen Castle and estate 
being turned into major hotel
and golf resort
Consulting engineers: Barrett Mahony, Dublin

Killeen Castle, an historic residence in Co Meath, long derelict, is being totally restored in a long term
project that will see the castle form the basis of a five star luxury hotel, the creation of a top class 
18 hole golf course and the building of 179 luxury houses.

Already, the resort has been selected as the venue in

2011 of the Solheim Cup, when the best female

golfers in Europe will compete against their opposite

numbers from the US. It’s a biennial competition that

is the female equivalent of the Ryder Cup. For the

Killeen Castle project, it’s a huge vote of confidence,

before the project is even finished.When this com-

petition was held in Sweden in 2003, it attracted

over 100,000 spectators, so when the Solheim Cup

competition comes to Killeen Castle, it is likely to

prove just as popular draw for visitors as the Ryder

Cup was at the K Club in September, 2006.

The Killeen demesne was the ancestral home of the

Plunkett family for close on 600 years; St Oliver

Plunkett was a member of this distinguished family.

The demesne of Killeen was created in 1181 by

Hugh de Lacy. Sir Christopher Plunkett, deputy Lord

Lieutenant of Ireland, was created the Baron of

Killeen in the early 15th century; he had married the

daughter of Sir Lucas Cusack in 1403, thereby bring-

ing the demesnes of both Killeen and neighbouring

Dunsany into the Plunkett family.

The boundaries between this estate and the

Dunsany estate were settled in about 1438 in a most

extraordinary fashion.The wives of the two sons of

Sir Christopher Plunkett had to run for it-literally.

Each of the wives had to run from her husband’s

castle and wherever the two women met was to

form the boundary. Killeen is on higher ground than

Dunsany, giving the lady from Killeen a big advantage,

explaining why even today, the Killeen estate is much

larger than its next door neighbour.

The original Norman keep at Killeen was built in the

12th century and subsequently, various extensions

were built before it fell into ruin. Towards the end

of the 18th century, the first attempts were made to

render the family’s castle habitable once more.

Among the new features added to the demesne was

the lake.

Then in 1795, the eighth earl decided to remodel the

old family home and engaged Francis Johnston,the

architect of the GPO in Dublin and of Charleville

Forrest in Co Offaly, the most important Gothic

revival house in Ireland. So Killeen Castle was 
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conceived in its present format at the start of the

19th century, an illustrious Gothic Revival mansion.

The ninth earl decided that the castle wasn’t large

enough, so he engaged the architect James Sheil in

1841 to add on many attractions to the castle.The

library became the drawing room of the house,

which also had an extraordinarily fine staircase. One

of the great architectural attractions of the castle

were its extraordinarily richly ornamented ceilings.

Some of the ceilings, especially those in the library,

the oak hall and the adjoining porch, were the 

creation of Johnston, while Shiel contributed the 

ceilings of the entrance hall and great staircase.

The twelth earl, who served in the 17/21st Lancers

in the First World War, was the last of the Plunkett

family to own the demesne. In 1952, the earl sold

the castle and estate to Sir Victor Sassoon,who

never lived there. But he ran the estate as a stud, run

by Lord Fingall as manager.The twelth earl died in

1974; less than a century previously, the family had

owned nearly 4,000 hectares of land around Killeen

Castle. Now it was all gone.The house was then sold

on, twice, with the second owner Basil Brindley, who

used to run the Brindley Advertising Agency in

Dublin. But he and his family never lived there.

Then came the final indignity; in 1981, during an H

Block protest, petrol was poured over the main

rooms and set the castle on fire.The plasterwork in

the entrance hall and the dining room survived, but

everything else internally was ruined.

Towards the end of the 1990s, one of Dublin’s

largest builders, Castlethorn Construction, which is

also responsible for the Dundrum Town Centre in

Dublin and the forthcoming shopping complex in

South King Street, Dublin, bought the ruined castle

and the 178 hectare estate. Since then, Castlethorn

has been working assiduously to restore the castle

to its former glory, develop the golf course and build

the luxury homes on the estate.The siting of the

castle and estate are perfect from a tourism point of

view-they are less than 30 km from Dublin city 

centre and easily reached from Dublin airport.

Barrett Mahony, the Dublin-based consulting 

engineers, came on board just over 10 years ago.

Michael Hough, an associate at the firm, says that

when the firm took on the project in 1995, he was

hired to oversee it. He says: ”I never though that I’d

still be working on it a decade later!” The restoration 

project turned out to be immensely complex.

As Michael Hough explains, the castle had deteriorat-

ed very quickly after the fire. Substantial sections of

the roof and the floors had gone and much of the

stonework had been damaged by the fire, including

the heads of windows.One of the first steps taken

was putting a temporary roof on the building.

Concrete floors were laid and a concrete slab was

poured at roof level, with the new roof built on top

of that. Some of the timber truss ends had rotted

away completely, so as part of the refitting, steel

shoes were put in place.The new look castle will

have substantial new floors as well as sections of

new roof. The walls, too, have been strengthened

and rebuilt in areas of the castle damaged by the fire.

Now that this remedial work has been completed,

the castle is drying out.Within the next 12 to 18

months, all the plasterwork will be restored to its

original state.

The interior of the castle will then look exactly as it

did in the heyday of Killeen Castle, including the
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impressive main staircase, the work of James Shiel,

complete with its stone flights of steps, wooden

balustrades and two great lights at its foot. Steel has

been used to support the reconstructed main 

staircase.

One of the features of the castle restoration is that

all the underfloor service ducts have been installed in

excavated rock at basement level. It would have been

easier to have installed them overhead in the castle,

but as Michael Hough points out, they could have

spoiled the appearance of the rooms.Another 

addition to the castle will be the two lifts. Finding

walls in an old castle that are vertically plumb for a

lift shaft is a big challenge in itself. For the duration of

the refurbishment of the castle, the whole building

had been enveloped in an all enclosing wrap to 

protect it from the weather.

The exterior of the castle has also had extensive

refurbishment work; all the stone elevations have

been cleaned. Literally every single stone on the

facade was checked and replaced only where 

necessary.

As part of the project, a brand new extension is

being added to the castle.The extension will house

the 179 bedrooms of the five star hotel, while the

castle itself, with its restored reception rooms, will

be used as a conference and business centre.The

hotel will be operated by one of the world’s leading

hotel companies. It promises to be one of the most

luxurious hotels in Ireland, a combination of restored

castle and brand new addition.

While work on the hotel has been ongoing, so too

has the creation of the new golf course, designed by

Jack Nicklaus. Much of the construction work on the

course has now been completed and it’s expected to

be ready in about 12 months time. It will come 

complete with all facilities, including the standalone

clubhouse, construction of which is currently well

underway.

Castlethorn Construction added a neighbouring

estate, Loughmore, to the Killeen estate, so that 

the land extends over 225 hectares. On part of the

land, around 200 luxury homes will be built, similar

to what was done at the K Club in Co Kildare. It’s a

condition of the planning permission granted for the

whole Killeen development that the houses can’t 

be released until the hotel itself is substantially 

complete.

The whole project has required an enormous 

commitment and investment by Castlethorn

Construction and as Michael Hough and one of his

colleagues on the project, Dave Clarke, a design 

engineer with Barrett Mahony, explains:“The 

conservation approach adopted by all concerned

ensures continued life and longevity for the building

structure”.The architects for the project were

Michael Collins Associates.Two well-known conser-

vation architects were employed on the restoration,

Orla Fitzgerald and Alistair Lindsay.The main contrac-

tors were Cleary, Doyle of Wexford, who in turn

have employed many specialist sub-contractors for

the different areas of the restoration job.

The end result will be a splendid restoration job on a

very historic castle, that would otherwise have fallen

into total ruin, and the creation of one of the best

luxury hotels in Ireland, with golf course to match.

The restoration job has been of epic proportions but

now, at last, completion of the entire project is in

sight.
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