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Those of us who are interested in the study of family history, soon become aware of the 
importance of kinship and the associated problem of inheritance. To understand them we turn 
to studies by social anthropologists such as Rosemary Harris and Edgar Leyton.1 Because, 
however, the evidence that they analysed was collected in the field since the Second World 
War they would be the first to agree that their findings have only a limited validity when 
applied to earlier historical periods. Patterns of kinship and inheritance alter over time in 
accordance with other social and economic changes. Because this is the case social historians 
cannot afford to neglect the study of attitudes to kinship and inheritance strategy and how 
they are related to changes in landownership such as the commercialisation of farming, the 
rise and fall of the domestic linen industry, emigration to cities and to other countries in search 
of a greater range of job opportunities, or improved educational facilities. 
 
The first part of this paper, therefore, will suggest how kinship and inheritance in Ulster 
have been affected by social and economic change since the seventeenth century. The second 
part will suggest an initial strategy to determine the characteristics of kinship and inheritance 
by carrying out studies at local level. The history of your own family or of other local families, 
might highlight factors that are usually overlooked or neglected. Case studies could deepen 
our understanding about family problems that carry such heavy emotional overtones. 
 
In the early seventeenth century land in Ulster was plentiful especially as the native Irish 
population had suffered the effects often years of warfare. Their farming was predominantly 
pastoral in character and every summer herds of cattle were driven to upland pastures or 
other wastes when the new grass became available. The unit of landholding was the ballyboe 
which denoted an area capable of maintaining a certain number of cattle: the smaller the 
ballyboe, therefore, the more fertile it was.2 The poorer hill lands remained undefined because 
there was no competition for them. To the Gaelic Irish in general cattle represented wealth 
while land was merely a resource for feeding them, like water. In the more fertile districts, 
however, there was some pressure of population and the introduction of a new concept of 
landholding. This new concept of landholding was British. It defined land in terms of area 
and let it by contract detailed in leases.3 
 
During the seventeenth century more than a hundred thousand settlers arrived in Ulster in 
search of fresh opportunities and especially of land which they viewed as wealth. The majority 
of them had been displaced from a society that was itself expanding and pushing out younger 
sons and poor undertenants. In their turn they were individualists trying to establish 
themselves in a new and variegated society. The landlords among them had secured 
individual and compact estates comprised of groups of neighbouring ballyboes and, in 
accordance with the Plantation instructions, they leased each ballyboe in whole or in part to 
British settlers or let them to those Irish who were prepared to pay rent for them.4 This 
independent, even competitive, attitude caused them to create separate holdings of compact 
farms. They and their succeeding generations had to spend many years converting their land 
from pasture, forest, waste and bog to arable: their labours not only increased the value of the 
farm but enabled the family to subdivide it and settle parts of it on successive generations 
until the land was all intensively farmed. It was possible to subdivide farms even more if 
the family was able to supplement its income from other earnings, especially from the 
spinning of linen yam and even the weaving of cloth. 
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Throughout the early years of the British plantations the Irish had been able to continue 
their traditional way of life on the less fertile lands as long as they were prepared to take land 
on the terms laid down by the new landlords. As their population recovered in numbers during 
the whole of the seventeenth century the Irish, as well as many of the new Scottish settlers, 
found themselves coping with a problem new to them. They were constricted by the new 
system of tenure and had to adapt their agriculture to suit the farms they had leased. Over time 
transhumance was checked and other communal rights disappeared. These changes compelled 
them to redefine their relationships to each other. Within the property designated in the 
lease lived a kin group, or else a partnership, that paid rent to its landlord through the 
leaseholder, who was often its recognised leader since Gaelic society was so status 
conscious. On the property it was kinship that controlled relationships and generated pressures 
and counter-pressures: every family unit claimed rights that had to be respected. 

The solution for their claims to scarce resources such as arable and meadow produced the 
phenomenon known as rundale.5 The term rundale was applied to the arrangements made 
among several partners (related or unrelated by kin) in a lease, each of whom required enough 
resources to maintain his own family.6 Rundale did not mean living or farming in common: it 
implied that each participant had a definite share of the holding even if those shares were 
intermingled. Within the limits of the lease several members of a kin group or partnership 
could discuss and resolve their claims on a temporary basis that would allow for changing 
circumstances. If they felt strongly enough about variations in the quality of the land, they 
might even insist on regular redistribution of the holdings, a practice known as 'changedale'. 
Because every partner was resident and knew his rights, it was unnecessary to define 
boundaries in any permanent fashion and so low earthen mearings rather than hedges or stone 
walls marked temporary boundaries within the property: to outsiders the landscape appeared 
unenclosed. All the houses clustered together around the original house or houses on the lease 
but they held nuclear families. Rundale was one response of traditional Gaelic society to the 
restrictions imposed by the English innovation of leases especially where the holdings leased 
were too large for a single family to manage: it protected certain basic rights of its members 
and enabled them to cope more effectively with subsistence crises. 
 
Throughout the eighteenth century the pressure on land increased. During the first half of the 
century its value rose slowly but then it accelerated. The major reason was the expansion of 
the market economy triggered off by the domestic linen industry in the early decades of the 
century.7 To pay higher rents families had to intensify their farming and take up 
subsidiary employment. Men could no longer afford to subsidise weak partners nor 
subdivide the farm into uneconomic units: those who did ran the risk of losing their own lands. 
Many men wanted to manage their own holdings while others wanted to sell their portions. 
They recognised that farms held in severally, i.e. separately, were able to survive in the market 
economy better than partnership farms and so the partners tried to divide up their holdings.8 
The chief problem for them was to agree on a method of making the divisions and then to 
ensure that each man would accept the result of the lottery. The most permanent 
arrangement was to have the division made by a surveyor under the aegis of the agent: neither 
the landlord nor the agent himself could take any initiative until the lease was brought to the 
estate office for renewal at the end of its original term.9 The biggest problem was caused by 
enclosure of the bog and mountain grazing: a simple solution was to stint it and allow each 
partner so many soums.10 By the end of the century few estates were prepared to lease land 
to joint-tenants.11 This may have had to do with a point of law that the Earl of Abercorn noted: 
'I found some time ago that the tenants were possessed of a point of law: that where there are 
two lessees in a lease, the survivor and his representatives are entitled to the whole. To obviate 
that inconvenience, I have endeavoured of late to make the leases separate to each tenant for 
this part.12 While this action prevented rundale from becoming more widespread it was not a 
solution for those regions already affected by it. Only where landlords co-operated with 
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tenants to introduce an alternative system of landholding, could it be eradicated because in 
townlands held in rundale partners would continue to claim their traditional rights. 
 

While partnership leases were disappearing from many estates in the late eighteenth century 
the practice of subdividing family holdings was increasing.13 The major problem facing rural 
families was a scarcity of opportunities for their children, especially where the family farm 
could be divided no further to provide holdings for them. For the more substantial families 
the best strategy was to purchase land elsewhere, preferably in a neighbouring townland 
where a failed farmer had been forced by the estate to sell his holding but, if not, on marginal 
land.14 This strategy remained feasible throughout the second half of the eighteenth century 
when there was sufficient marginal land still available to be improved by current- agricultural 
practices:15 the trenching of boggy ground for simple drainage projects, the planting of 
potatoes in lazy beds to break up lay ground, and the application of lime to grassland. The 
many miles of new roads that were driven along the valleys of tributary rivers up into the 
mountains, rendered this marginal land more accessible. Because demand for this land grew 
slowly it was initially cheap and so it was feasible for a family to secure a considerable 
holding that could, by hard labour, be converted into several farms for succeeding 
generations. Not until the early nineteenth century would they run into problems caused by 
the law of diminishing returns: when such a family had to meet the claims of all the children 
who laboured on the farm, plus their wives and grandchildren, how could they provide for 
their futures? In some districts such a crisis was postponed by the linen industry that brought 
earnings into the household from the weaving of the father and the sons and the spinning of 
the wife and daughters.16 

 
But children did not have to remain at home to become a long term liability on a holding. The 
real test was whether the child was prepared to contribute something regularly to the family 
income, even if he was employed elsewhere. Every May and November by the late eighteenth 
century adolescents surplus to the requirements of the poorer farms were sent off by their 
parents to the hiring fairs in the more prosperous districts. After they gained some experience 
many went to Britain on the great seasonal migrations to harvest the crops.17 If they could 
raise the fare, they often journeyed on to the United States.18 Those who wanted to maintain 
their position at home contributed from their earnings to the common stock: this aspect of 
remittance money is often overlooked. As soon as they married, however, they forfeited their 
position within the parental household: their future income would be spent on the creation of 
a new nuclear family. 

 
Very often it was older sons and daughters who went off in search of their social and 
economic freedom, leaving the parents and remaining sisters to the care of a younger son 
who might then inherit not only the farm, but also responsibility for the family. In such 
cases it is difficult to determine if inheritance strategy had been adopted by a family or if 
the initial strategy had evolved into another over a span of time. Consideration of the welfare 
of all the members of a family was the major motive when the older children were ready to 
seek opportunities beyond the farm'. As the parents grew older, provision for their care 
became more significant in decision-making. Much depended on the personalities involved. A 
vigorous and dominant father might hold the farm until he died and then leave it to 
whichever sons he pleased while a scheming mother could manage everyone. Rebellious 
sons could be disinherited or induced with promises to co-operate. Both parents could retain 
their key roles as long as none of the children at home was able or allowed to marry. If the 
father died he would leave provisions in his will for the mother. Only if the children were 
small might she be given a controlling interest in the farm until the heir came of age, usually 
with one of the father's kin as a fellow executor to ensure that the farm remained with his 
family. If a married son was ready to assume control of the farm the mother would be offered 
a scat in the chimney corner for the remainder of her days or provided with alternative 
accommodation away from her daughter-in-law who would become the chief woman in the 
household: by the late nineteenth century this transition would be concluded by the transfer of the 
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poultry, the source of a housewife's independent income.19 

When an unmarried son took over a farm on his father's death he assumed a new position of authority 
towards the rest of the family. As long as his mother could control the women of the family and look 
after the house, he might have scruples about marrying. After her death he would have to decide 
whether to marry or to let one of the remaining sisters take over the role of the mother. Then all the 
siblings who remained, both female and male, knew that they would be expected to remain celibate. 
The son who succeeded would be the master and they would work for nothing but their keep. If the 
new adopted master decided that the time had come for him to marry, then his sisters would have to 
seek alternative accommodation. This would bring into play those clauses in his father's will that 
stipulated what fortune, if any, the son as inheritor, had to pay to his brothers and sisters out of the 
family farm. Because, as all his neighbours were well aware, no farmer ever undervalued his farm, it 
was probable that the son would have to mortgage his inheritance to pay off the legacies. He would 
have to purchase his freedom. His brothers and sisters, for their part, could not afford to leave empty-
handed. They needed to find another niche in the local community, especially if they felt that they 
were not well-enough equipped to maintain their social status in the world outside that community. 

Indeed, one of the most important subjects for examination in the social history of the family must be 
the attitude of various communities to the value of education. Among the poorer tenants the 
philosophy was simple: 

'All farmers... wanted children because their help was usually essential to the economic 
running of the farm: and the cost of children was very low since only a small minority of 
men spent much on their children for either their food, clothing or training.'20 

In contrast, the strong-farmer class appreciated the value of education: it was a matter of family pride 
handed down from generation to generation. The young Ulster Presbyterians who emigrated to the 
American colonies throughout the eighteenth century, were advised to bring with them a basic general 
education that would equip them to take clerical as well as manual jobs.21 

During the early nineteenth century job opportunities were beginning to expand rapidly but all too 
often those without education had to compete for jobs in the cities with the labourers and the casual 
workers. Their knowledge of horses might give them preference in the transport world. They would 
help to staff the new railway network from the 1830s. From them, too, in the main would be recruited 
the national police force which was coming into existence in the 1830s and would be known later as 
the Royal Irish Constabulary. The creation of a national system of education and the expansion of 
local government institutions and hospitals provided more opportunities for those equipped to take 
them and especially for women. Shopkeeping was the other major alternative. Higher up the social 
scale were the strong farmers who could afford to give their children a university education that 
would enable them to become doctors, priests and clergymen, and even university professors; even in 
the eighteenth century the majority of the young Presbyterians admitted to the Scottish universities 
had been recorded as the sons of tenant-farmers. Nevertheless, significant as these new opportunities 
were for an increasing number of educated people, they related to no more than a small proportion of 
the rural population of Ulster. 

The early years of the nineteenth century saw a tremendous change beginning to occur in the rural 
economy of the province. The continuous spread . of the domestic linen industry throughout the 
previous century had left Ulster as the most densely populated of the four provinces with a greater 
proportion of farms under thirty acres (an acreage that was reckoned necessary to provide a decent 
standard of living for an average family). Many of these smaller farms could not maintain so many 
people without the support of a regular income from hand-spinning and handloom weaving.22 The 
undermining of their economy was under way. As early as the first decade of the century the daily 
earnings of domestic hand-spinners had fallen to twopence in face of the importation of yam coarse 
spun in Britain by the new dry-spinning process, while returns from handloom weaving were being 
forced down by the competition of more cheaply produced cottons.23 Although some members of 
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their families continued to work at the wheel or the loom in their idle moments to supplement the 
family income many farmer weavers decided to concentrate their energies on farming.24 They were 
encouraged by the prices they received during the Napoleonic Wars for their cattle, dairy produce, 
pigs and grain25 and so they began to increase the size of their holdings, first by expelling those 
cottiers who occupied good farming land and then by buying land from neighbouring farmers 
whenever the opportunity occurred.26   Consolidation of  holdings by such methods became 
characteristic of the rural scene in Ulster throughout the century.27 It steadily eroded and finally 
destroyed the cottier class during the Famine, converting the survivors into agricultural labourers. So 
many people left the land in search of better prospects elsewhere that in the three most southerly 
counties of Ulster (and the three most dependent on agriculture): Fermanagh, Cavan and Monaghan, 
the total population in 1911 was little more than one third of the 1841 figure.28 

Among the tenant-farmers themselves competition for land intensified and social status was measured 
by the extent and quality of farms. Strong farmers who owned good land in the valleys were regarded 
as superior to the mountainy men.29 Their higher standard of living came to be reflected in better 
housing with a two storeyed slated farm building replacing the ubiquitous thatched cottage. The social 
division was complicated in various parts of the province by the fact that many of the strong farmers 
were Protestants whereas the mountainy men were often Roman Catholics. This pattern was 
reinforced by the aversion of both religious groups to the sale of farms to members of the other faith. 
Since women were ambitious to 'marry down the hills' into the families of the strong farmers or even 
further afield from harsh origins, men from poor mountain farms found it more difficult to obtain a 
mate. As time passed more of the poorer farms were managed by families of celibate adults where a 
sister often looked after two or three brothers; in time such a family died out leaving the farm to a 
kinsman or even to an outsider who had helped them to work the farm in their old age. That would be 
the supreme irony: the lives of a family sacrificed to protect a patrimony that would pass without fuss 
or bother to another family.30 

A major factor in the depopulation of the countryside lay in the greater job opportunities and social 
attractions of urban life. Those who moved to the town began to shrug off the claims of kinship 
except for attendance at marriages and funerals, and the second and third generations concentrated on 
securing the futures of their own children. Education was seen as the key to advancement in the 
professions, business and the civil service. Wealth was disposed into an ever-widening variety of 
investments. Town-dwellers were not burdened with the family farm and their homes reflected more 
accurately their status in the community. They were in a much better position than farmers to realise 
the value of their assets and accordingly to provide for all their children. Provision still has to be made 
for old age, especially as succeeding generations enjoy longer retirements and a vast industry has 
grown up to cater for the old. All of these factors have altered concepts of kinship and 
inheritance. 

II 
 
Many family historians are familiar with the sources that can be used to study patterns and 
trends in kinship and inheritance. Although they have used them to find and locate their kith 
and kin, they may not have considered these factors in a wider context. 

Among the prime sources for such a survey are census returns. Because the first complete 
census to survive is that for 1901 (available for consultation in the Public Record Office of 
Northern Ireland) it may be objected that the initial study will reach back for no more than 
eighty years. This is in fact a positive advantage since our initial purpose is to discover 
the variety of inheritance strategies employed throughout the province and to allocate them 
where possible to different social classes or groups. Both the 1901 and 1911 census records 
are open to the public and they predate one of the great watersheds in social history, the 
First World War.31 As records of families they can be amplified by parish records and school 
registers: where the school registers survive they provide information about the educational 
attainments of the children as well as some inferences about the attitudes of their parents to 
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the value of education. The great gap in our knowledge, geographical mobility, can only 
be covered by local enquiries but they are likely to be more successful if based on the records 
already discussed. 

 
To discover the social structure of any rural district the most valuable source is the Valuation 
archive because it was regularly revised and kept up to date from the early 1860s.32 On its 
maps every holding is outlined and, along with every house, referenced to notebooks where 
ownership and any changes in ownership were carefully recorded along with revisions in the 
valuation figure due to extensions, rebuilding or demolition. Because immediate lessors 
are named as well as lessees it is not difficult to determine the names of the landlord and his 
chief tenants; at the other end of the scale are the cottiers and landless labourers who are 
recorded as occupiers of only a house and a garden. 
 
The third major component of the study is comprised in wills. Although the bulk of Irish 
wills were destroyed in 1922, transcripts of those wills recorded in the District Registries 
since they were established in 1858, are available for Ulster which was covered by the 
registries of Belfast, Armagh and Londonderry. The alphabetical indexes for all Ireland were 
printed annually and repay scrutiny at the commencement of a project because they record the 
property that was disposed by the will as well as the permanent address of the deceased 
(essential for identification) and the date of the death (valuable for tracing through local 
newspapers the obituary which often records the next-of-kin as well as the community 
organisations in which he participated). While inventories are very uncommon in Ulster, some 
do survive for at least one group, the Society of Friends, in the early eighteenth century and 
they provide valuable evidence about the standard of living, the network of credit in the 
community, and the relationship between the disposal of movable and immovable 
property. Much about wills and inheritance is likely to be found in the many collections of 
solicitors' records held in the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland: these pre-1858 wills 
have been indexed. 

I am grateful to Brenda Collins for her comments and suggestions. 
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