THE EVERYDAY LIFE OF DENIS CASHMAN
AND HIS FAMILY
Denis Cashman leased the house in which he and his family lived in Donoughmore Parish,
County Cork, and the 58 acres of land that he farmed there from Thomas George French,
a descendant of the Anglo-Normans who invaded Ireland in 1169. Although we have a
good idea of what the estates of the French family were like, we don’t know exactly what
Denis’s house was like. But because Denis was able to pay the rent on 58 acres for 23
years—from 1826 to 1849—we assume it was a cut above the typical windowless mud
cabin of an Irish peasant. At the time, the average tenant farmer, who might have been a
descendant of one of the ancient Irish Kings, eked out a living on less than 10 acres and
lived in fear of not being able to pay the rent, being evicted from the premises, and ending up in the dreaded workhouse.
Marino, an estate of the French family.
The house shown here was built on the
foundations of the house in which
Thomas George French was born in
1780 and where he lived for much of his
life. At times, he also lived at Rich Hill,
another of the French family’s estates.
When he died in 1860 , he owned more
than 1,500 acres in County Cork.

If our assumption about Denis Cashman’s house is correct, it was made of roughhewn, white-washed stones and had a sloping thatched roof. It had just two rooms: a
An Irish cottage. The
Cashmans’ cottage
may have looked much
like the one shown
here.

2

The fireplace in the living room

living room with a large open fireplace and a bedroom for Denis and his wife, Johanna.
Both rooms had earthen floors. Between the sloping roof and the ceiling of the living
room was a sleeping loft for Denis and Johanna’s sons. There was no staircase to the loft;
to get there, the boys had to climb a ladder. Those too little to climb the ladder slept in
their parents’ bedroom. Mary, Denis and Johanna’s only daughter, probably slept in a bed
in the living room.
The fireplace was the focal point of the household. It was the only source of heat,
although if Denis kept any pigs, he might have invited a couple of them into the “parlor”
on especially cold nights to share their warmth with the family—a common practice in Ireland in the 1800s. Fueled by “turf”—the Irish term for peat cut from bogs—the fire gave
off a pleasant smell, but the downdraft from the chimney often made the whole place
smoky.
At night, the turf fire and a few tallow candles provided all the light in the cottage. Even
during the day, the fire was a source of light in the living room, supplementing the light
coming in from the two windows, one on either side of the front door. The bedroom
might also have had a window or two, but glass was expensive, and if a tenant like Denis
Cashman made any improvement to his dwelling, such as adding a window, his landlord
was unlikely to reimburse him and might even raise the rent.
The fireplace was also where all the cooking was done. The family ate the crops that
Denis grew and drank milk and buttermilk from his cows. Potatoes, which contain all
essential nutrients except calcium and vitamins A and D, were the family’s main staple.
Together with milk, they provide a balanced and healthy diet. The Cashmans ate potatoes,
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Women preparing lazy beds in County Antrim in the late1800s

Lazy beds in modern Ireland

skins and all, three times a day. Johanna usually boiled them in a large iron pot suspended
from a hook above the fire, but occasionally she baked them in the hot ashes or fried them
in butter she had churned from the cows’ milk.
Denis planted the potatoes in the spring in “lazy beds.” To prepare the lazy beds, he
dug trenches on either side of four-foot strips of earth, which he fertilized with cow manure. The trenches provided drainage, a necessity in Ireland’s wet climate. After harvesting the potatoes in the fall, Denis stored them in earthen pits outside the cottage. They
rarely remained edible for more than nine months, so for most of the summer, the family
had to do without potatoes.
During that time, the Cashmans ate the turnips and cabbage that Denis grew. They
may also have eaten oatmeal porridge and oatmeal bread. However, if Denis was one of the
many Irish tenant farmers who in the 1830s were selling their oats for export so that they
could pay their rent, anything made of oatmeal would have been a rare treat in the Cashman household. If they were like most Irish families, the Cashmans very seldom ate meat—
perhaps only once or twice a year—and because they lived a fair distance from the sea, they
probably never ate fresh saltwater fish or shellfish.

Cooking untensils. When Johanna did bake oatmeal
Topping the turnip greens

bread, she put the batter in an iron pot with a closefitting lid and set the pot directly over the fire.
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In the mid-1800s, the life expectancy of an Irishman was 40 years, but both Denis
and Johanna lived past the age of 60, which seems to corroborate that the Cashman family’s diet was indeed a healthy one. Also, the only one of Denis and Johanna’s eight children who didn’t live to adulthood was John, their oldest, who was born in 1817. John may
have been a victim of the famine of 1822. Like the more prolonged famine of the late
1840s, the one in 1822 occurred because the potato crop failed. Without the vitamin C
they got from potatoes, many Irish died from scurvy. Many others died from dysentery and
typhus.
Although we know what the Cashman family ate, we don’t know how they sat down
to eat it—or if they sat down at all. Furniture in the living room was sparse and probably
consisted mainly of a wooden table and some wooden chairs. In a poor man’s cabin, eating utensils consisted of a few knives and even fewer forks, so people ate with their hands.
Things might have been a bit more upscale in the Cashman household, with knives, forks,
and plates for everyone.
Where did the water that the Cashmans used to wash their utensils and plates, do their
laundry, and bathe themselves come from? Where did their drinking water come from?
Most likely it was rainwater, an ever-abundant resource in Ireland, but the Cashmans may
also have had a spring well. In any case, hauling rainwater in buckets from the barrels or
cistern where it was stored or water from the well would have been one of Johanna’s many
daily chores.
What was a day in the life of the Cashman children like? Did they go to school? If they
did, they may have gone to a “hedge school,” and in that case, Denis would have had to
pay the schoolmaster a fee. In addition to learning how to read and write, children at a
hedge school learned about Irish history, tradition, music, and folklore. Depending on the
capabilities of their teacher, who was generally held in high regard by their parents, they
may also have learned Latin and Greek.
Hedge schools came into being because of the Penal Laws, also known as “Laws for
the Suppression of Popery,” that were enacted in the 1690s and early 1700s. Among many
other things, these laws forbid Catholics to own land, vote, or hold public office; banished
Catholic bishops and many of the clergy from Ireland; required the priests who remained
to register with the authorities; and forbid anyone “of the popish religion” to teach school,
even in a private home.
The outlawed schools that came about as a result of the Penal laws were often camouflaged by hedges—hence, their name. Hedge schools persisted even after a national system of free primary education was introduced in 1831, probably because 80 percent of the
population was Catholic and distrustful of the new system. The Cashmans, who were
Catholic, may have been among those who were leery of the new schools. If the Cashman
children did go to school, whether a national school or a hedge school, they knew how to
read and write—which only about a quarter of the eight million people in Ireland in the
mid-1800s could do.
On days when school was closed or if the Cashman children did not go to school at
all, they spent a good part of the day helping Denis and Johanna with their chores—milking the cows, churning butter, weeding the gardens, spading the lazy beds, cutting turf for
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A hedge school. The hedge school shown here is thought to be the last of its kind.

the fire, hauling buckets of water, and helping Johanna with the washing and cooking.
Another of Johanna’s chores in which the children participated was making the tallow candles that helped light the cottage at night. This task took place after Denis slaughtered a
cow, which was usually in the fall. The tallow used in making the candles was fat from the
dead cow, but before it could be used, the fibers and membranes in the fat had to be picked
out—a chore that some of the Cashman children might not have relished.
In their free time, it’s likely that Denis and Johanna’s sons played a game of hurling
with boys from neighboring farms. A popular sport in Ireland as early as 200 B.C. and still
popular there today, hurling is a game in which players use wooden sticks to hit a ball,
roughly the size of a baseball, and hurl it into the goal of the opposing team. The boys
might also have played Gaelic football, a game similar to hurling except that no sticks are
used, and in which, as in soccer, the use of hands is limited. It’s unlikely that Mary, their
only sister, participated in these rough games. Mary may have spent at least a portion of
her free time with her girlfriends practicing the dance they would perform on a Saturday
night.
Saturday nights were occasions on which Denis and Johanna often invited their neighbors to join them. On these nights, guests poured into the living room and sat wherever
they could find space on the floor. Old tales were told once again, familiar songs were
sung, Mary and her friends danced to the accompaniment of a fiddle played by a neighbor, and the host and many of his guests consumed quantities of poteen, a homemade and
highly potent alcoholic drink made from potatoes or barley. The English outlawed poteen
in 1661 so that they could levy a tax on legitimate companies that made whiskey. It was a
law that the Irish happily ignored for centuries.
Wakes and funerals were also occasions on which large quantities of poteen were consumed, much to the dismay of the Roman Catholic hierarchy. The lyrics of an old Irish song
describe the “merry wake.” The first verse goes like this:
Oh, the night that Paddy Murphy died is a night I'll never forget.
Some of the boys got loaded drunk, and they ain't got sober yet.
As long as a bottle was passed around, every man was feelin' gay.
O'Leary came with the bagpipes, some music for to play.
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The Cashman family may or may not have attended mass on Sunday mornings. In
1800, the ratio of priests to parishioners in Ireland was only about 1:2100. Because the
Irish population grew rapidly in the 1830s and early 1840s, the ratio probably remained
much the same, so there may not have been a priest in the Cashmans’ neighborhood to
hear confessions, dole out penances, or say mass. Unable to do a proper penance but after
a lecture from his wife the morning after a night of too much poteen, Denis was probably
quite happy to head off to his cows and launch into his daily routine.

