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The drive from Belfast to The 
Green Holiday Cottages, 
Kilkeel, was a scenic one that 
took in stunning views of the 
Mourne Mountains and the 
sea at Newcastle and beyond.

The Pilates and Wellness Retreat aims to 
‘give you the space to relax both body and 
mind’ and on arrival I instantly felt more 
at ease. 

The property, which was an 18th century 
corn and flax mill, is quiet, peaceful and 
surrounded by nature. Brothers Timothy 
and Mark Hanna bought the property in 
2008. Sadly Timothy passed away in 2012. 

Mark and his wife Jenny looked at ways 
to develop and open up the space. They 
restored the old farm buildings and opened 
it to the public, offering accommodation, 
retreats, campfire cooking experiences, 
wildlife and conservation breaks, ‘taste and 
sea’ dining experiences, and more. It is very 
much a labour of love for the couple.

Jenny explains: “I researched the site 
and I learned it was an ancient woodland. 
I knew that nature enhances health 

and wellbeing because of my nursing 
background, and because of how it 
makes me feel. I was keen to combine my 
knowledge and experience of health and 
wellbeing with the space we had at The 
Green. An outdoor education weekend 
provided the opportunity both to learn 
about running courses in the outdoors and 
confirmed that I had the skills and expertise 
to carry this out.”

Mark is a builder by trade and carried out 
the majority of restoration work himself, 
while Jenny divised workshops and events 
that utilize nature to promote physical and 
mental health, and wellbeing.

 “It’s about helping people to find that 
‘green space’ in your life wherever that 
means for you,” Jenny explains.

“My goal is that our guests will feel a 
connection with place, and I hope that we 
give them an experience that lives on with 
them after they leave.”

Pilates and pizza
Guests arrived for the weekend retreat on 
the Friday night for a session of Pilates, 

before making pizzas that were cooked in 
the outdoor pizza ovens. I arrived on the 
Saturday morning, so I missed the craic 
of the Friday night, but was greeted with 
a warm, friendly welcome by Mark, Jenny 
and the other ladies who had checked in for 
the weekend.

I arrived just in time for the second (of 
four) Pilates sessions. As a newbie to the 
exercise, I found our tutor, Viky McKee’s 
instructions easy to follow. I certainly felt 
the pinch of some moves. However as the 
saying goes, no pain no gain, and I could 
feel the benefits of stretching muscles 
that rarely get exercised. Post-class one of 
the ladies joked: “Do I look taller now?” I 
related to that – it certainly felt as if I was 
standing taller afterwards.

Following a cup of freshly brewed coffee, 
home-made white chocolate and blackberry 
scones, and a light-hearted chinwag with 
the gang, it was time for our wellbeing 
session.

Finding your green space
Jenny started the session by asking us to 

think about what makes us happy. Similar 
things popped up for all of us, e.g. being 
with family and friends, making something 
(cooking or art), walking in nature, holidays 
and me-time.

What makes you happy? And do you 
make time to do that? The session was a 
reminder of the importance of doing the 
things that support your wellbeing. As 
Jenny pointed out, in looking after yourself, 
you are better equipped to look after your 
loved ones. 

During the session Jenny drew on her 
health improvement background and 
additional training, to examine the topic 
of wellbeing. We left with a flyer entitled ‘5 
Ways Nature Supports Wellbeing’ – which is 
now pinned to my fridge at home, and acts 
as a reminder for me to take time out to go 
for a walk outside in nature.

Foraging adventures 
Next up it was time for a relaxation walk 
and foraging. We picked sloes, Hawthorn 
berries, hazelnuts and blackberries, and the 
experience reminded me of being a child 
again. Growing up in Donegal, walks home 
from school sometimes involved pits stops 
along the way to pick berries or apples. 

Back at basecamp we cleaned the berries 
to make Hawthorn ketchup. The recipe was 
straightforward and the end restult tasted 
seriously good. 

Next up we were given the option of 
either going for a walk, visiting a beauty 
salon, mountain biking or horse riding. 
Despite not having been on a horse for 
20 years, I jumped at the opportunity 
and headed off to Gamekeepers Lodge 
Equestrian for the afternoon. 

 
A different night out
That night, following a second Pilates 
session, we headed back to the cottages to 
chill and freshen up before dinner. 

Lisa McBride from Mourne Fishbox 
delivered fresh monkfish and mackerel, 
which we made into seafood kebabs that 
were barbequed on the outdoor grill by 
Mark. Accompanied by homemade beetroot 
and potato salad, our spectacular (if I do say 

so myself) Hawthorn ketchup, and chilled 
Prosecco – it was quite the feast. 

As we sat around the wooden table 
chatting away, log fire burning, it was funny 
to think I had only met the group of ladies 
earlier that day. If you are considering 
attending this retreat but don’t have anyone 
to go with – just go on your own, that’s what 
I did, and I recommend you go for it.

Needless to say, none of us had any 
trouble sleeping that night – between the 
day’s activities, hearty meal, and cosiest bed 
in the world, it was lights out pretty early 
for everyone.

The next morning we took part in 
another Pilates session, before going on 
a reflective walk in the scenic surrounds, 
then enjoying more food; baked croissants, 
a hearty tomato, spinach and egg dish, and 
freshly brewed coffee. After bouncing across 
the river via the stepping stones, I checked 
out, revitalised, refreshed and happy. n

Catriona Doherty attends a Pilates and 
Wellness Retreat at The Green Holiday 

Cottages, Kilkeel

Tried & Tested For more information visit:  
www.greenholidaycottages.com or call: 
078 6095 1841. The dates for upcoming 
Pilates and Wellness Retreats are 16-18 
November and 18-20 January. The cost 
is £200 per person sharing, early bird 
discounts are available. The Pilates and 
wellness retreat visit was organised by 
Discover Northern Ireland. For further 
information on Northern Ireland go to: 
www.discovernortherireland.com
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