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Introduction
Some years ago the late Jim Power, Kilfane, founder 

member of Dúchas, Tullaherin Heritage Society, first drew 
attention to a strange and intrigueing structure in the area 
and on enquiry among the senior inhabitants locally it was 
suggested it must be a sweat-house. Later Brid Murphy 
(now Kennedy) recorded it in the first issue of In the 
Shadow o f the Steeple (1987) and we are indebted to her for 
her leads which we have now expanded a little.

Her account inspired local schoolchildren Eoin Hunt 
(aged 12) of Scart, Dungarvan and Ailbhe Cronin (aged 11) 
of Kilbline, Bennettsbridge to take it as their project 
submitted to the Youth Heritage Competition 1991, under 
the auspices of Kilkenny Archaeological Society. It merited 
an award in the Junior Section. Both are pupils of 
Kilkenny School Project where Kay Gallagher is Principal. 
I,(E.P.) have merely availed of the opportunity to highlight 
the sweat-house by assisting with its fuller publication.

The Sweat-House
It is a well-preserved, classic example, unusual only in 

being located in the South of Ireland and in being the only 
surviving one in County Kilkenny. The vast majority are 
confined to the northern part of the country, mainly in 
Counties Donegal, Leitrim, Cavan and Fermanagh, but 
counties Cork, Tipperary and Wicklow each has a single 
specimen. According to a survey made in 19791 there may 
be about 156 on record for the whole country; the number 
may be in excess of that if and when the results of a 
comprehensive study which has been assembled over many 
years is made available2. Further overall research may 
explain the unequal distribution over the country; factors 
such as social history, economic considerations and land 
development may have had a relevance.

It could be significant that there may be an ‘Ulster' 
element involved. Brid Murphy mentions that “ the area in
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which it (the sweat-house) is located is known locally as 
Bal-an-ountach, which is a corruption of baile-an-ultach, 
the Ulsterman's house or town. This is based on local 
usage and is recorded in Eoin Ó Ceallaigh's lifelong study 
of Kilkenny Placenames3. He states that the name of the 
hill portion, in which the sweat-house occurs, was known as 
carrachán or the rough land. With reference to the one 
sweat-house recorded for County Wicklow at Annacorney, 
Liam Price writes “ all the parish of Boystown (in which 
Annacorney is) was settled at the end of the fifteenth 
century by gallowglasses brought from the north of Ireland 
by the Earl of Kildare. They were known as the Clann 
Domhnaill of Leinster”4. Perhaps there is an Ulster link in 
the sweat-house tradition?

How far back the tradition goes has not yet been 
researched. Some few are known to have continued in use 
down to the last generation but there is no record, as far as 
we know, of when one was actually built or when the idea 
was adopted. The technique of corbel construction goes 
back to pre-historic times in Ireland, say beyond 3000 B.C. 
when Passage Tombs were being built. Another type of 
ancient monument, the Souterrain, employed a similar 
technique in the ensuing Bronze Age to quite late in 
mediaeval times. In the past millenium of this era 
monastic cells, clocháns, were frequently built in the same 
style. Even today ice-houses, kilns, fowl-houses and dog- 
kennels may employ an identical method. So the building 
technique of the sweat-house is traditional and timeless. 
Alone it cannot date the sweat-house or even confirm its 
purpose. But there are some constant features which 
distinguish the sweat-house — it is a unit in itself not 
usually associated with any other structure; typically it has 
a single stone-built chamber but it may even be hollowed 
out from an earthen bank or cut in turf or into the hillside; 
no mortar or binding agent is used though clay or dung 
may be used to seal the crevices; the domed unit has a small 
entrance at ground level and an opening at the apex; 
almost invariably it is near a water supply, usually the 
siting is some discreet distance from habitations, often on 
otherwise less attractive land. Our sweat-house at
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Castlegarden has all of these characteristics.

Castlegarden Sweat-House Location
It is located south-east of Kilkenny City near Tullaherin, 

in the townland of Castlegarden, where that of 
Kilmanaheen coincides with its boundary. It is not marked 
on any of the Ordnance Survey maps, neither edition on the 
6” scale nor the 25” scale. More disconcertingly it was not 
noted by the recent Office of Public Works team carrying 
out their Sites and Monuments Survey; they depend largely 
on aerial photography and are somewhat removed from 
ground contact. In the Letters compiled by John 
O'Donovan to accompany the O.S. survey in the 1840s there 
is no reference to it nor is there anything about it in the 
Schools Collection supplied to the Irish Folklore 
Commission, as it was then in 1937-38. A knowledge of it 
lingers in the rather fragile folk memory of the community 
and there was no documentation, as far as we can find, 
until the publication of the article by Brid Murphy already 
mentioned. Its precise site is on O.S. 6” sheet 24, 5.50 cm 
from South margin, and 18.00 cm from the East margin, 
just under the 400' contour on rising ground, where a height 
of 1201 ft. is registered on Freagh Hill to the East. It is on 
Eamon Hanrahan's farm and it lies above the habitiation 
and cultivation level — where sheep may safely graze!

This unobtrusive sweat-house is incorporated in the 
junction of four broadly-based stone fences, now very much 
overgrown with brambles and furze (see accompanying 
diagrams and sketch map). Thus it is possible only to give 
approximate measurements, especially on the exterior. 
These fences traverse much of the hillside and have their 
origin in the outcrops and field stones all around — it is a 
nice question to ponder which came first, the fences or the 
sweat-house? The answer to that could be very revealing 
but the date of the human activity involved eludes us. The 
structure is bee-hive shaped on the outside, averaging 2.75 
meters in diameter. The walls are about 60cm in thickness. 
The cavity inside is subrectangular in ground plan c. 1.30m 
x 1.50m; the walls vertical for about 1.30m, domed and
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Based on 25”  Sh 24 (6”) Showing Sweat-House, Pool and Approach Road.

narrowed to a roughly circular opening at the apex c. 44cm 
x 60cm. The greatest height internally is c. 1.60m but the 
level of the hard clay floor has been greatly disturbed by a 
fox running to earth here recently. There is a small 
rectangular entrance facing south at ground level, c. 50cm 
high and 45cm wide, with a heavy lintel supported by the 
deep sidewalls. It is built without mortar or binding 
materials, by piling fairly large stones (average 23 x 13 x 
8cm) on top of each other from the base up, graduating to 
smaller stones fitted together above them. Small flagstones 
are used to overlap roughly in corbelled fashion to slope the 
roof and the opening or chimney hole could be closed by a 
single flagstone. There is now no visible trace of burning or 
sooty deposit.
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Sweat-House and Fences from south — Bird's Eye View.

Ground Plan — Sweat-House and Fences.
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Function
The function of a sweat-house is that of a Turkish bath or 

a Scandinavian sauna, to provide dry-heat or steam-heat 
treatment for such ailments as rheumatic pains, fevers and 
chills, or for the healthy, simply as a skin cleanser and 
toner or indeed for reducing weight. An early description is 
that provided by de Latocnaye — a French visitor to 
Ireland in 1796-75. His account has got to be authentic since 
he witnessed it himself and sampled the experience. This 
was in Donegal, the essentials would be the same 
anywhere. He likens the sweat-house to “ a species of oven . 
.. being the shape of a thimble . . .  to use the sweating-house 
they heat it with turf exactly . . . (as for) baking bread. 
When it is pretty hot, 4 or 5 men or women, entirely naked 
creep in as best they can, through the little opening, which 
is immediately closed with a piece of wood covered over 
with dung. The unfortunates stay in this for 4 or 5 hours . . .  
As soon as the patients enter, an abundant perspiration 
starts, and, commonly when they come out they are much 
thinner than when they went in. Wherever there are three 
or four cabins near each other there is sure to be a sweating- 
house and no matter what may be the malady . . .  he uses 
this as a means of cure . . .  to know exactly what it felt like 
to be in one I crept in myself, and although no fire had been 
in it for twenty-four hours . . .  I must say that there are few 
maladies which I would not prefer to the sweating-house 
remedy” .

The general consensus of published accounts agree that a 
fire was lit inside of whatever combustible material was 
available — turf, bracken, timber. In Castlegarden it is 
probable that furze (gorse) was used — it abounds on the 
hillside and is traditionally used to fire ovens in the locality 
around Thomastown. The fire was kept burning for a day 
or two, then raked out and the chimney aperture sealed. 
Fresh sods and green rushes were spread on the floor which 
might have been of hard-packed clay or paved with cobbles 
or flags. The patients crawled in either to stand or sit or 
recline, some took in stools or bundles of hay or straw or 
thick sods on which to sit. Care was necessary not to touch 
the burning, blistering stones of the house. The entrance
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was then sealed for the duration of the session which might 
last for up to five or six hours. Neighbours were in 
attendance to mind the clothes and in case of emergency to 
assist feeble or faint persons on emerging.

Wood Martin records that water was sometimes poured 
on the stones inside the sweat-house, thus converting it into 
a vapour bath6. For the fit and healthy there was the cold 
plunge. This is attested by several writers such as Seaton 
F. Milligan7 and W. T. Lattimer8 both in Tyrone, it was 
widespread in the north. Castlegarden had its own pool 
within reach, though it entailed a short sprint in the nude! 
About 35m to the north of the sweat-house (see sketch map) 
in the adjoining townland of Kilmanaheen is a D-shaped 
pond of rain-water. Judging by the high-water mark on its 
enclosing field-fence wall it is 14.50m long by 8.50m wide 
and with a maximum depth of 1.50m. It was formed and 
fed by damming the small mountain streams which 
converge from the field-fences here and where an additional 
field-fence joins in.

The Sweat-House from the entrance. (Permission — Dúchas).

Folklore
The knowledge of the sweat-house still lingers on, 

however timidly, in the locality around Castlegarden. No
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one remembers though when it was last used. Mrs. Bridget 
Lawlor, now aged about 82 years of Bishopslough (formerly 
Hughes of Kilmaniheen village, less than a mile from the 
site) remembers it as a sweat-house, but it was so 
overgrown she never saw its outline. Another lady, who 
was in her seventies when she died about fifteen years ago, 
Miss Bridget Muldowney of Newhouse, Killarney (though 
she lived the latter part of her life in Catlegarden) - always 
referred to it as ‘the sweat-house'. Mrs. Ann Lahane, a 
kindly lady lived near the sweat-house and was proud to 
show it to those searching for it. Mr. Dick Naddy is now 
over seventy and comes of an old family from nearby 
Kilmaniheen village too. He remembers his parents talking 
about it and had an idea that sometimes childless couples 
visited the sweat-house, as they might visit a religious 
shrine, to pray for the blessing of children — certainly there 
is an aura of remoteness and mystery about the place. 
There was a flax field near the site and he recalls how 
populous the village was in his youth. Flax was a 
widespread crop in the last century to judge by the 
numerous references in place - and field names to flax and 
linen9. It is likely that the services of the sweat-house would 
have helped to dispel the noxious smells associated with the 
rotting of the flax, or the handling of kelp in coastal areas. 
Mr. Hilary Walsh, also from Dungarvan, was quite familiar 
with the sweat-house and its significance. The former 
inhabitants of the village of Kilmaniheen were, no doubt, 
the local patrons of the sweat-house. It would have been a 
communal facility for the community organised by 
themselves on a co-operative basis. Our youthful 
visionaries have suggested that perhaps there might have 
been a sweating song or chant to while away the hours 
taking the cure — in the warm, dark atmosphere it might 
have induced a heightened euphoria. It was at a discreet 
distance from the nearest habitations and could be used in 
comparative privacy. There are still narrow laneways and 
foundations of deserted houses not far away and the 
numerous raths indicate homesteads of a past age. This 
area of Castlegarden was more densely populated in pre- 
Famine times and it would seem that the decline in
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population following the Famine years of the 1840s lead to 
the decline and abandonment of the custom of using the 
sweat-house. At what period it had its hey-day is more 
difficult even to guess — when it might have been 
constructed is totally beyond our ken.

The Castlegarden structure may now be the lone survival 
in County Kilkenny of an ancient culture but there are some 
hints that it was not an isolated occurrence. In his account 
of “ an Ancient Hot-Air Bath-House near Skull, Co. Cork” , 
James Buckley alludes to the possibility that there was 
such a structure in “ the slate quarries of Kilkenny” 10. We 
have no information to confirm this now. Another 
tradition of an early sweat-house may be embodied in the 
reference to “Flood's sweat-house, a concrete structure 
beside the well known as Tobarurlic” mentioned by Owen 
O'Kelly in his Placenames (p.86 op.cit.). The well is still 
very prominent and it's old name survives — but the 
structure seems to be a pump-house or bath-house and is 
within reach of the 15th century Butler Castle, in this 
townland — Paulstown — not far from the village of the 
same name. And still in the adjoining parish of Shankill 
the same authority cites the field name of the “ Alius or 
sweat-house field” in the townland of Coorleagh (p.98 op. 
cit.). Further enquiry may provide other memories of sweat- 
houses in the region.

Teach Alluis
Confirmation of the function and antiquity of the sweat- 

house phenomenon is enshrined in the Irish term used in 
past centuries for it: Teach Alluis, ait allais, the house or 
place of sweat. Various spellings and anglicised 
pronunciations occur. The words are noted by W.R. 
Wakeman in describing sweat-houses On the island of 
Inismurray off the Sligo coast11, by Rev. D.B. Mulcahy on 
the island of Rathlin12 and by various other writers 
including one in Louth13 and A. Me. L. May for Derry14. 
When the terms teach alluis began to appear in the early 
Irish literature — the epic tales, the annals, the Brehon 
Laws etc., this could hold the key to the initial date of this 
tradition. It is sometimes thought that the sweat-house
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idea was introduced by the Scandinavians but P. 
Richardson cautions that “ it cannot be proved that the 
Irish sweat-houses are not earlier than the Danish (i.e. 
Viking) invasions”15.

Outside Ireland the incidence of this unsophisticated 
therapy was widespread in the past — and is not unknown 
in some societies to-day. Mr. A. McL, May for instance has 
written16 “ According to Mr. Eilert Sundt in Renligheda- 
Stellet i Norge (1869) the custom of using sweat-houses to 
cure rheumatism is one that came from the people of the 
eastern states to the Scandinavian peninsula and spread 
through Norway, Sweden, Denmark and Germany. It was 
introduced into Ireland at the Migration period, A.D. 872- 
930. In Finland large communal sweat-houses still supply 
the bathing needs of the villages. Dr. P. W. Joyce17 remarks 
on the curious memorandum by the late Prof. Henry 
Hennessy, F.R.S., in the Kilkenny Archaeological Journal 
for 1885-86:- “ what are called Turkish baths in Ireland and 
Great Britain have been designated Roman-Irish baths in 
Germany and Bohemia. I saw baths designated 
“ Romischer-Irische báder at Prague and Nuremberg in 
1879” . “These however” , Dr. Joyce continues, “ are of recent 
introduction into Germany in imitation of the hot-air and 
vapour baths in Dr. Barter's establishment at Blarney, 
near Cork, which he opened in 1860, after the model of 
similar baths he had himself seen in the East” . A salutary 
warning? A hint that the East may be the inspiration. In 
more recent times Dr. Patrick Logan in his book Making 
the Cure suggests a revival of the Teach Alluis — if the 
Finns can make it fashionable so can the Irish.

A generation or two ago the young ladies in Ballycastle, 
Co. Down and on Rathlin Island prepared for the Lammas 
Fair by a visit to the sweat-house — it was their beauty 
parlour.

Our general reading finds sweat-house links and echoes 
far and wide, from the N. American and Canadian Indians 
to the Esquimaux and the Siberians — we have yet to 
explore the Southern Hemisphere.

Since no example of a sweat-house has been preserved as 
a national monument yet perhaps the Castlegarden one
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might be considered for the purpose. With the permission 
and co-operation of Mr. Hanrahan and the local 
landowners, the abandoned laneways might provide access 
from the public roads. One or two examples have been 
protected as amenities in Northern Ireland but not so in the 
South where they are much rarer. An rud is annamh is 
iontach. The interest and benevolance of the County 
Council, Bórd Fáilte, and ultimately the Office of Public 
Works might be enlisted to make this a reality.

The Project and the Model on which this paper is based 
are on view in the Museum run by Dúchas at Tullaherin.
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