
ART. VI - The Population of the Borough of Kendal in 1576.1  
By C. B. PHILLIPS, B.A., Ph.D. 

THE well known Boke off Recorde of the Corporation of Kendal begins with a list of 
the inhabitants who were free of the town soon after the grant of incorporation in 

November 1 575 by Queen Elizabeth I.2  The list itself is not dated and we are told neither 
the precise reasons for its compilation nor the manner in which the list was made. Without 
this information the list is of little use to historical demographers.3  Yet such a list of names 
is potentially very useful to the town's historians, for recent historical scholarship has 
placed great emphasis on population growth or decline as an indicator of the economic 
fortunes of towns in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. One firm point during this 
period is the person by person `census' or nominal listing of Kendal borough (excluding 
Kirkland) taken in May 1695 under the Marriage Duty Act of 1694:4  this gives a 
population of 2,195. 

Unfortunately the sources for the sixteenth century are much more difficult to interpret 
than the 1695 list, yet the last part of that century has for long been recognized as a time of 
crisis mortality in Cumbria generally and in Kendal in particular, where dearth and plague 
might well have brought about economic change. One source, which is widely used by 
historical demographers and generally regarded as reliable is misleading for Kendal, 
namely the 1563 list of households in each parish and chapelry.5  The entry for Kendal 
parish gives separate figures totalling 372 households for eleven chapelries and a figure for 
Kendal itself. Kendal at this time was not yet a borough and the figure certainly included 
the households in Kirkland; it probably included also households in some of the 
surrounding villages, for example neither Natland nor Helsington appears amongst the 
listed chapelries. The number of households given for Kendal, 1750, when multiplied by 
4.5, a general convention for turning households into people, gives a population of 7,850. If 
this figure is not explained by the inclusion of households from outside the town, it is either 
a major historical surprise, or an absurd estimate, for it makes Kendal bigger than Chester 
in 1563, and approaching the size of late sixteenth-century Exeter.6  No other historical 
sources suggest that Kendal was as large as this. Two other late sixteenth-century sources 
exist: a list of households made when James Wilson was Alderman (equivalent to mayor) of 
Kendal from October 1587 to the end of September 1588 and a muster return for 1595• 
Muster returns are not the most reliable of demographic sources, but the population of 
Kendal in 1595  can be estimated at 2,200 tO 2,600. The 1587-88 list of 519 households, 
suggests a population of 2,3oo-2,600.' However for reasons discussed below, this figure 
may be too low.8  Whatever doubts may be entertained over matters of detail about these 
sources, there is also the point that by October 1587 crisis mortality is already apparent in 
the Kendal parish register.9  Because both these sources post-date the start of a period of 
major demographic upheaval, and because the 1563 source is too confused to interpret with 
confidence, the 1576 list of the inhabitants of Kendal takes on new importance, as testing 
the 1563 source, and suggesting the level of the town's population before the late sixteenth-
early seventeenth-century crisis mortality. 
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The 1576 list is written on folios 2 tO 19 of the Boke off Recorde, in a uniform hand and 
ink, which suggests a fair copy. There are a few subsequent annotations. It is entitled 
"Inhabitants Fre with their severall contribucons". The list begins with Highgate (called 
Soutergate), collecting the names in two columns, one for "West Syde" and one for "East 
Syde", and with a few exceptions for related individuals, like James and John Strickland (p. 
1), each individual's name is on a separate line. Only ten pairs of the surnames in 
consecutive entries are identical, so few that the list must name only heads of household, 
their families are not mentioned. Alongside each person's name is an amount of money, 
although opposite some names the column is blank, while for others nil is entered. A few of 
the blank spaces for the amounts of money have been filled in later by a contemporary 
hand, in one ink different from that used for the list and with "pd" for paid entered, but no 
sum is given.10  This pattern is repeated for the streets off Highgate, for instance All 
Hallows Lane, under one column, west side, only. Then Stricklandgate and Stramongate 
are dealt with in double columns, and the list ends with the names and contributions of 
"Unmarried and Yonge Folkes Free". This section of the list differs from the others: it is 
not by streets, and comprises only men, who all paid, except Christopher Fox whose entry is 
blank (p. 15); six young men paid in pairs, including two brothers, as did James and John 
Strickland (p. 1). The men are identified by Christian and surnames in both the young 
folks' list and in the street lists; in the latter, three are prefaced by Mr, and where necessary 
suffixes such as junior, elder and senior are used. The nomenclenture of women is more 
complex. Most are listed as, for example, "Re[lic]t Rob'rte Wilkinson", but six are entered 
simply as widows (in Highgate only), two are described as the wife of their [deceased] 
husband, and a number are given simply by their name, e.g. Marione Dyckenson. Only 
three entries, all for men, depart from these conventions: Thomas Crosse/Nup[er]Wm 
Lucas I os." (p. 8); and Giles Cleator and Edmunde Courtouse, who were listed separately, 
contributed "towards the incorporating of this Boroughe and without colour to claim any 
Fredome thereby" (p. 7). 

That phrase, and the words "severall contribucons" in the title, are the strongest clues to 
the list's purpose and date: to be a record of those who contributed towards the cost of 
obtaining the town's charter of incorporation, granted on 28 November 1575.  But was the 
list drawn up in advance of this grant or after it? The words "Inhabitants Fre" suggest after 
the grant, as they could not be free before it. Furthermore the Boke off Recorde was not 
begun until 8 January 1575/6  (p. viii), and the earliest decision of the Corporation recorded 
in it is of 12 January (p. 82). On 23 February 1575/6  (pp. 94-95) the Corporation made an 
order for the Tailors' Company which referred to "persons either forreyn or Townesman 
which at this presente time have not either given or promised his and their benevolence or 
gyfte to and towardes purchasing off the Corporacon of this boroghe (and so beeinge 
therbye become Free man)". Beginning on 23 March 1575/6  (pp. 212-19) a number of 
"foreigners" purchased their freedom and at Lammas 1576 [1 August] this culminated in 
nineteen Kirkland men purchasing their freedom. A comparison of the names of the list of 
Inhabitants Free with the parish register, although inevitably fraught with difficulties of 
duplicated names and omissions in the register, is the obvious way to date the list. In doing 
this the most helpful group in the street lists are the relicts. The dates of the deaths of the 
husbands of seven of these women, all occurring after 23 February 1575/6  (the date of the 
first reference to a list of contributors) can be identified in the register: in each case the 
street name is the same as in the list. The latest burial of the husband of a relict was that of 
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Wm Parke on 21 August 1S76.11  This date coincides with the purchase of the freedom by 
the group of Kirkland men at Lammas, and suggests that the list is to be dated to August 
1S76. A more general comparison of the burial register between May 1575 and May 1 577 
with the names on the list supports this date and the lists of names for each street all appear 
to be of the same date. Clearly moves were already afoot in February 1S75/6 to collect 
money and, if a list was then already in being, it seems to have been kept up-to-date until 
August before being copied into the Boke off Recorde. 

So the list is of the free inhabitants of Kendal, excluding Kirkland and those men from 
Kirkland who purchased their freedom, and it is dated August 1576. But were there any 
usual inhabitants of Kendal likely to be excluded from that list? Non-payment did not lead 
to exclusion, for the fair copy into the Boke off Recorde included the names of those who 
had not paid; some late payers were subsequently marked off in the list. It appears that 
those whom the list suggests did not pay were not debarred from becoming freemen, for the 
names of a number of such men appear in the inital lists of freemen by trades, written up 
before 1579;12  the glover Edward Thickete (pp. 1, 7o) is an example. It is possible that any 
payment from Thickete was too late to be recorded. On the other hand, some of those who 
did not pay in 1S76 do not appear in these pre-1579  lists and did not apparently become 
freemen; such a man was Christopher Hodgson (p. 5), who was still living in Highgate in 
1580 according to the parish register. In all, these company lists name 399  men, whereas 
the list of inhabitants includes 512 men and 146 young folks, implying 658 potential 
freemen. So the 1576 list is not just of freemen of the town's companies, but includes others 
as well. In particular, widowed as well as apparently single women comprise over a quarter 
of the names. The later Kendal listing of 1695 and the listing of Ealing in 1599  both suggest 
that such a proportion of women heads of household lies within the normal range.13  In 1591 
the Corporation of Kendal sought to define the "inhabitants", who were the people charged 
with electing the Alderman according to the 1575  charter, in ways which would have 
excluded some men and women heads of household. Even the 1587/8 list of householders, 
which lists fewer men and noticeably fewer women than the 1576 list, may reflect an earlier 
limiting definition.14  Early in 1S76 the first election for Alderman was a long way off and 
there is no evidence that electoral considerations effected eligibility to contribute towards 
the cost of incorporation. Lastly, there is no clear indication as to how far down the social 
and economic pyramid the 1576 list reached, but the payments of a few pence and the "nil" 
entered against many widows suggests that the poorer elements were at least listed, though 
it would be unlikely to include the itinerant poor. 

Having tried to determine whether or not any Kendal residents were omitted from the 
1576 list, it is equally necessary to establish that no one is counted twice and that the dead 
and the non-resident are omitted. The first problem lies in the young folks list, which was 
compiled without reference to districts or sides of streets, and so without reference to 
property. The young folks unmarried might take the freedom of the town, although they 
were not the head of a household but only a part of one. When later the corporation 
discussed qualifications for the franchise, the young folks, called "Bachelors free", were 
recognized as a separate group of voters. To count them as heads of household would be 
misleading. An equal cause for concern is the fact that a number of names are repeated in 
the list, and it might be concluded that house owners rather than house-holders were listed 
and paid according to their various properties. Even by sixteenth-century standards, 
however, such a listing would have led to much duplication of effort in collecting money, 
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and is unlikely. Moreover, comparison with the parish register shows that, for many of the 
duplicated names, more than one individual of that name lived in the town at this time, and 
it seems probable that names are not duplicated in the list. Finally there are the instances 
where the same surname occurs in consecutive entries; if these represent listings of two 
people from the same household, then the use of a multiplier on each of the two names 
would exaggerate the total population. The entry on p. 1 for "James and John Strickland" 
implies that they are one household, and they have been counted as one; the fact that they 
have been listed in this way may suggest that the ten instances of consecutive surname 
entries refer to separate households. With no other evidence to bring to bear, these have 
been counted as separate households."S The second problem is the men who were specially 
listed and noted as dead (p. 3), and the two men also specially listed as not claiming the 
freedom (p. 7). Neither of the dead appears to have left a widow, for their relicts do not 
appear in the list, and the parish register suggests that they were dead before August 1576; 
Giles Cleator, one of the two men not claiming the freedom, lived in Underbarow,16  outside 
the borough, and the other man is not noticed again in the Boke off Recorde index, or in the 
parish register. All four are excluded therefore. 

The 1576 list now begins to meet the requirements of the historical demographer for the 
simple task of estimating the total population. It can be dated to August 1576; it was made 
to list contributions towards the cost of incorporation. It comprises not whole families but 
only heads of household, including households headed by women. Despite its title the list 
does not exclude non-freemen. In all there were 713 households.17  To obtain a total 
population estimate it is proposed to use multipliers of 4.5 and 5; despite Mr Laslett's 
stricture to the contrary increasing use is being made of his figure of 4.75  for 
meanhousehold size in Britain from c. 1600 to c. 1900.18  Some scholars have added an 
extra percentage to the sum of the calculation of town populations to represent an allegedly 
higher proportion of servants in urban society. However, detailed census returns reveal 
that the number of servants was so variable from place to place that such a correction may 
itself prove to be misleading. The figures which result from the use of these three multipliers 
give, to quote Dr Corfield, "indications of the order of magnitude of ... population".19  
Kendal's population works out at between about 3,200 and 3,600. The great bulk of its 
households were headed by men, but, as the table shows, women heads of household 
comprised over a quarter. 

Heads of Household in Kendal, 1576 
men 51I 71.67% 
widows 6 .84 % 
relicts 143 20.07 
women 51 7.15  
wives 2 •28 
all women 202 28.34 

713 Ioo•oi% 

There clearly remain a number of uncertainties about what demographic information 
the 1576 list exactly gives us, but taken together with the i 587/8 and 1595  lists, two 
conclusions seem safe enough. Firstly, the population of later sixteenth century Kendal was 
nowhere near the 7,850 which one reading of the 1563 household count suggests. Secondly, 
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all the later sixteenth century figures exceed the late seventeenth century figure of 2,195.  
Whatever figures for population for the intervening years are available, and whatever 
mechanisms of population change we may detect at work the population of Kendal was 
about the same in 1695 as it had been c. 159o, according to the lowest sixteenth century 
estimates. If we take the higher sixteenth century estimates, then the population of the town 
had declined by roughly a third by the end of the seventeenth century. Such a change would 
need to be studied in the regional context of Cumberland, Westmorland and Furness, which 
I shall do on another occasion.20  But certainly the 1S76 list is an important source for the 
population history of Kendal for it raises the spectre of massive population decline. 

Notes and References 
' The collection of some of the material used in this paper was supported by a grant from the Social Science 

Research Council. I have to thank the Town Mayor of Kendal for access to the manuscript of the Boke off 
Recorde, which is via the Cumbria Record Office, Kendal [hereafter C.R.O., Kendal]. For Miss MacPherson 
and her colleagues there, nothing, as ever, was too much trouble. I am grateful for the help of the Cumbria 
County Library Service. 

2  The version of the list printed in the The Boke off Recorde of Kirkbie Kendall, ed. R. S. Ferguson (this 
society's Extra Series, VIII, 1892), pp. 1-17, contains some transcriber's errors. Specifically, annotations 
are not always indicated as such and some are omitted. The present paper has been based on the manu-
script, but references are given in the text to the page of the printed version, with any required correction. 

3  These requirements are set out by P. Laslett, "The Study of Social Structure from Listings of Inhabitants", 
in An Introduction to English Historical Demography, ed. E. A Wrigley (1966), pp. 160-208. 

4  C.R.O., Kendal, Fleming MSS, WD/Ry, box 32. Some damage to the MS., and ambiguous enumeration, 
give rise to a possible error of about 0.5% in this figure. 

5  British Library [hereafter B.L.]. Harleian MS. 594,  f. 105. 
6  B. L., Hari. 594,  f. 97; there is a convenient summary of town populations in P. Clark and P. Slack, English 

Towns in Transition 1500-1700 (1976), p. 83. 

7  Respectively, C.R.O. Kendal, Kendal Corporation Records, WMB/K, HMC. A8 and A7. For a convenient 
summary discussion of muster rolls and multipliers see W. B. Stephens, Sources for English Local History 
(Manchester 1 973), pp. 32-3. There were 371 muster men; I have multiplied x 6 and x 7; some scholars use x 
4. The 1587/8 households I have multiplied x 4.5 and x 5. 

8 See p. 59. 
9  Kendal Parish Register, II, ed. H. Brierley (this society's Parish Register Series, 1922), pp. 224-34. 

10  These "pd" entries were confused by the transcriber with x d [ten pence], and rendered as money in the printed 
version; an example is that of Reynold Atkynson (p. 1). 

li Kendal Parish Register, II, p. 176. 
12 These lists are in a uniform hand in the MS.; there is no distinctive mark in the printed version to show 

where the initial lists ended. The second man on the chapmen's list, Henry Fisher, was buried 3 November 
1 578, and the first man on the shearmen's list was buried on 5 August 1578. 

13 See note 4 above and K. J. Allison, "An Elizabethan Village Census", Bulletin of the Institute of Historical 
Research, XXXVI (1963), pp. 91-103, cf. Household and Family in Past Time, ed. P. Laslett and R. Wall 
(Cambridge, 1972), p. 1 47. 

14 The editor of the Boke off Recorde understood (p. 163n) that widows and others were to be excluded, and 
thought that the text of the Boke omitted the word excepted; but there is no space in the MS. Despite the 
1587/8 list, the 1591 definition is the first known specification of the term "inhabitants". 

is If, however, the consecutive entries of the same surname did refer to one household, and if the few duplicated 
names, where the parish register does not show more than one person of that name living, referred to the same 
person, then the household count would have to be reduced by some 4%. 

16 Kendal Parish Register, II, p. 203. 
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17  Ferguson, Boke off Recorde, p. 17n, and I reach slightly different totals for the various streets (my figures in 
brackets): Stricklandgate 204 (203, Ferguson apparently counted both Crosse and Lucas on p. 8); 
Stramongate 193 (199, F. apparently omitted the six names on p. i5); Highgate i 86 (I 84, I discount the two 
dead on p. 3); Highgate and Rattonrawe 129 (i 27, I discount the two men who disclaimed the freedom, p. 7). 
Total: 712 (713). Young folks 147 (146, I discount Olyver Burrow, noted as a "forrener", p. 15). 

IS  Laslett and Wall, Household and Family, p. 139. 
19  Penelope Corfield, "A Provincial Capital in the late seventeenth century: the case of Norwich", reprinted in 

The Early Modern Town, ed. P. Clark (1976), p. 236. The figures for Kendal work out as: x 4.5 = 3209; 
x4.75= 3387; x5 = 3565. 

20  In my forthcoming book on Kendal. Some ground work has been laid by the late C. M. L. Bouch and the late 
Professor G. P. Jones, A Short Economic and Social History of the Lake Counties, rsoo-2832 (Manchester, 
1961), and by the late Dr A. B. Appleby, Famine in Tudor and Stuart England (Liverpool, I 979). Dr Appleby 
(op. cit., p. 20I) takes the figure of 175o to cover the whole of Kendal parish, but this seems to be a 
misreading. 
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