
ART. XVI. - The Kendal Union Building Societies. By ROBERT HOMAN. 

THE building societies of the late 18th and early 19th centuries were part of a 
burgeoning movement of mutual organizations formed to deal with the needs of a 

mainly working-class membership.' However, due to a paucity of sources, their early 
history is largely confined to narratives based on one or two well-documented examples, 
and there has been little explicit consideration of the societies in the context of local 
housing markets and other socio-economic variables.2  

The earliest building societies were formed in Birmingham and Leeds in the 1770's 
and 1780's. They were terminating societies which worked on a system involving the 
payment of small regular subscriptions until a fund was amassed of sufficient size for 
each share-holding member to be provided with a house on the society's estate. In most 
cases the division of the accumulated capital was made on the basis of the members 
drawing lots, although some societies made a gradual division over time with members 
paying an extra sum or premium for the privilege of taking the first houses. After the 
division of the fund the society was wound up. The societies in both Birmingham and 
Leeds were therefore involved not only with financing house purchases, but also with the 
acquisition and development of land and so with the complete process of house-building.3  

After the initial success in Birmingham and Leeds, building societies and clubs were 
established between 1790 and 181 o elsewhere in the West Midlands, in several centres in 
Lancashire, and at Bingley and Skipton in the West Riding.4  The 1820's saw a much 
wider pattern of diffusion into North Wales, North East and North West England.5  The 
formation of societies in North Lancashire and Cumbria is shown in Table 1. Based on 
published sources, the list is clearly incomplete and the two societies in Kendal (formed 
in 1818 and 1825) and one in Lancaster (formed in 1824) must be added.6  

Many of the early societies, including those at Lancaster and Carlisle, have left but few 
records.' By contrast, the Kendal societies are relatively well documented and therefore 
offer the opportunity to examine their role on the supply side of the local land and 
housing markets and to consider the social and demographic problems which stimulated 
their formation. 

The creation of the Kendal Union Building Society was bound up with contemporary 
political developments in Westmorland. In the late 18th century demands for reforms to 
the procedures of enfranchisement and the selection of parliamentary candidates increased 
dramatically. In Westmorland this movement coalesced around the freeholders of Kendal 

TABLE I. 
The formation of building societies in North Lancashire and Cumbria. 

North Lancashire 	Preston: 1793 and 1822. 
Longridge: 1798 and 1822. 
Burnley: 1799, 1815 and 1820. 

Cumbria 	 Carlisle: 1824 
Source: Robson, B.T., Urban growth: an approach, London, 1973. 
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who vigorously opposed the politics and power of the Lowthers, the pre-eminent Tory 
dynasty in the county. Although the Kendal faction achieved a modest success with the 
election of Thomas Fenwick in 1768, the strength of the anti-Lowther movement reached 
its zenith in the election campaign of 1818 and the subsequent period of Brougham's 
candidacy in the early 182ós.8  It is against this background of increasingly partisan 
politics that the formation of the Union Building Society has been seen by one Kendal 
historian, R. H. Pilling9  on the basis of an advertisement in the Kendal Chronicle on 6th 
February 1819, announcing the sale of "9 freehold houses, each house making a vote, 
situated on House of Correction Hill ... N.B. None need apply but Blues".10 But 
though the Kendal Union Building Society did indeed have pronounced Liberal 
sympathies, this advertisement was a separate attempt to increase the number of Liberal 
voters, and pre-dated the ceremonial laying of the foundation stone of the first of the 
society's houses by sixteen months. Furthermore, the vendor of the nine houses, James 
Martindale, was not involved in the management of the building society. Martindale's 
advertisement should therefore be seen as but one instance of the creation of "faggot 
votes", a practice which was widespread in the early nineteenth century. In 1820, for 
example, the Kendal Chronicle suggested that "individuals slavishly inclined to the House 
of Lowther have built cottages for sale and portioned allotments for votes", while Colonel 
Lowther countered with a charge that Brougham had "manufactured freeholders".11  

The background to the formation of the society was not, then, coloured solely by 
political developments: contemporary commentators drew attention to the potential 
benefits of thrift, self-improvement and financial security which could accrue from the 
working of the society. This dualism of electoral reform and social improvement is 
especially apparent in a letter to the Kendal Chronicle from "Coeruleus" of Troutbeck in 
which a scheme for a local building society was first propounded. Coeruleus wished "to 
promote the ease, comfort, liberty, independence and happiness of his fellow men of 
every party" and recorded the formation of many building societies and clubs, including 
two in Kirkcudbright which were building houses of between £200 and £240 in value. 
The numerous societies in Yorkshire and Lancashire, which were building less expensive 
houses (between £50 and £70) were seen as providing a model more suited to the needs 
of many Westmorland inhabitants. A contrasting attitude is evident in Coeruleus' 
conclusion, where he noted that his thoughts were based on "the wish of creating an 
additional number of freeholders to counteract the influence of an unconstitutional 
aristocracy" .12  Following the formative meeting of the society held on 19th December 
1818, another Chronicle reader wrote to request "every impartial person to read the paper 
which gave birth to this association in Kendal", namely the Chronicle with Coeruleus' 
letter.13  Contemporaries were, however, unsure as to who established the society. 
Nicholson, for example, suggested that Christopher Taylor was the founder of both the 
old and new Union Building Societies, while John Thomson stated that "this was not the 
case; Mr Taylor certainly took up the subject at a very early period, but the individual 
who has now the honour of addressing you was the first proposer of the Society; and I 
think justice to myself requires that I should say só".14  

The first meeting was held at the Lord Nelson Inn and agreed to a basic scheme for 
running the society whereby members would contribute periodic instalments to the 
common fund from which building would be financed. The monthly subscription was 
set at Io shillings a share. The meeting also resulted in the election of a committee 

 
 
 
tcwaas_002_1982_vol82_0018



 

 
 
 
tcwaas_002_1982_vol82_0018



186 	 THE KENDAL UNION BUILDING SOCIETIES 

comprising of William Jennings, grocer; Thomas Unsworth, coal merchant; David 
Huddlestone, butcher; William Stainton, publican; and John Robinson, limeburner; all 
of Kendal. Instructions were given to the committee to procure plans and rules for the 
society's use.15  

The first step in the building process was taken in January 1819, when the committee 
advertised for suitable plots of land near the town. In April the society announced that 
an agreement had been reached with Jacob Wakefield for the purchase of the garden 
ground then occupied by Robert Petrie and forming part of Wheat Close.16  This plot was 
at the north-west end of the town, between Burneside Road and House of Correction 
Hill. In addition to selling the land to the society, the Wakefields, who were an important 
and active element of Kendal's Liberal faction, took a close interest in the affairs of the 
society. In subsequent conveyances of plots to members John Wakefield was named as 
a trustee to prevent the wife of any purchaser from being entitled to dower. More 
significantly the payment of the price of the individual plots to Jacob Wakefield rather 
than to the committee or the treasurer suggests a financial involvement possibly by way 
of a mortgage to the society.17  Furthermore subsequent financial reports to the society 
by William Jennings indicate that in 1824 the society was in debt to the sum of £2,009, 
while a further £6,000 had been received from members towards the total costs of £8,000 
incurred by the society's building operation. In 1825 the debt had been reduced to 
£1,272.18  

The plan for the development of Wheat Close was based on a simple grid of roads 
consisting of Caroline, Union and Cross Streets, with a terrace called "Strickland Place" 
fronting Burneside Road. Caroline Street was named after Queen Caroline, while "Union 
Street" and indeed the designation "Union Building Society" were widely used in the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries — Swansea (1779), Birmingham (1 791) and 
Greenwich (1809). A "Union Street" planned in Wigton in 1829 is perhaps indicative of 
another society.19  Nicholson noted that "the Union Buildings (in Kendal) are so named 
from having been erected by a society of tradesmen united for that purpose" .20  

The society's plan initially involved building on both sides of Caroline Street, but as 
Curwen records, the land on the west side was sold to the Kendal Fell Trustees to 
increase the isolation of the poorhouse and thus minimize the risk of the spread of 
disease. Nevertheless the right was reserved for the society's members to use a pump on 
the west side of the street.21  

The layout of the estate, with the plans and elevations of the individual houses, was 
drawn up by William Jennings, who served as both secretary and architect. He also 
designed a row of cottages built on his own account in Jenning's Yard.22  

The foundation stone of the first house was laid in June 1820 amid scenes of 
considerable jubilation in which the Gazette found the taint of politics, noting that "a 
curious rabble went in procession with flags to the field and whilst the stone was being 
laid a journeyman from the Chronicle office waved a blue flag over it".23  By March 1823, 
when the fourth anniversary of the society was celebrated in the White Lion Inn, 84 
houses had been built at a cost, including the layout of the streets and the provision of 
pumps and water courses, of £8,000, 33 of the cottages having paid for by members.24  
By March 1824 all the houses were occupied, although 46 members were still paying 
their proportion of the total costs together with interest on the difference between the 
total amount of their subscriptions and the valuation of the house.25 
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The houses were constructed of local limestone with slate roofs and were predominantly 
two stories in height, although some, including much of Strickland Place, were three 
stories. Each house occupied a plot of broadly similar dimensions with a frontage of 15 
or 16 feet and a depth of between 52 and 59 feet, and therefore an area of approximately 
90 square yards. The purchaser of each plot paid £12 to Jacob Wakefield.26  Original 
purchasers of houses included Francis Jennings of Croxton, Lincolnshire; William 
Macleod and Thomas Shaw, both weavers of Kendal; and Edward Atkinson.27  

In acknowledgement of Jenning's contribution to the society, he was presented with 
a silver cup for his "great, zealous, unwearied attention in designing the streets and 
houses and overlooking their construction". In his speech of thanks Jennings noted that 
"many labouring mechanics will, in consequence of this institution, become possessed of 
a castle of his own".28  However, if the society was successful in providing houses for its 
members, its operations had no significant long term impact on the pattern of voting in 
the county. The gap between Brougham and the Lowthers narrowed in 182o, but had 
widened again by 1826. (See Table 2). 

Despite this shortfall in its political aims the society was successful in terms of 
increasing the size and quality of Kendal's housing stock, and provided accommodation 
which contrasted greatly with the standards prevailing in the yards and the working-class 
area of Fellside.29  In February 183o the tenth and final anniversary of the society was 
celebrated in the White Lion Inn. As the original object of building cottages for the 
members for £8o had been achieved and all the shares were fully paid up, the society was 
terminated and a balance of £4 13s. od. was paid to each shareholder.30  The society had 
been effectively closed since 1824, when the houses were completed and occupied. In 
October 1825 therefore the sympathetic editor of the Kendal Chronicle published a letter 
from "a working mechanic" suggesting that another society should be formed.31  A public 
meeting at the Globe on 19th November discussed the proposal and on 3rd December 
1825 the first meeting of the Kendal New Union Building Society was held. 15o were 
present of whom 135 became members. Williams Jennings was the secretary of the new 
society and Thomas Richardson was treasurer. The committee included Edward Gibson, 
a builder, and Simon Myrescough.32  

The new society differed in two important aspects from its predecessor. Firstly, there 
was very little political bias in the 1825 society. At the first anniversary meeting, the 
chairman John Thomson noted that "he believed this was the first social meeting since 

TABLE 2 
Votes cast in Westmorland elections, 1818 to 1826. 

3oth June, 1818 15th March, 1820 22nd June, 1826 
No. of % of votes No. of % of votes No. of % of votes 

	

votes 	cast 	votes 	cast 	votes 	cast 
Lord Lowther 	 1211 	37.18 	1530 	35.65 	2097 	38013 
Colonel Lowther 	 1156 	35'49 	1412 	32.90 	2024 	36.8o 
Henry Brougham 	 890 	27.32 	1349 	31 '43 	1378 	25.05 
Source: Local chronology, being notes of the principal events published in the Kendal 
newspapers, Kendal, 1865. 
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the late election at which gentlemen of both parties were present". The final toast of the 
convivial evening included the lines "May no party spirit 'rise tonight to put our harmony 
to flight ... A health to those who're always true whether yellow lads or lads of blue", 
which were greeted with "much cheering" . 33 

Secondly the new society was manifestly unsuccessful in terms of building houses. 
When formed the Committee felt that it would not be desirable to start building for at 
least three years, largely in view of the downturn and consequently depressed state of the 
local economy. In 1826 Jennings suggested that "it would be impolitic to purchase 
ground or commence building for some time".34  In the absence of any building activity 
little strain was placed on the finances of the society and in its first year the receipts 
totalled £1,034 8s. od., with an expenditure of only £120 1os. 6d., mainly on items of 
stationery required to start the society. Initially the aim had been to limit the society to 
a maximum of 15o members, but during 1826 it was necessary for the Committee to buy 
back 26 shares. These problems continued through to 1827 when the society still had 
approximately £I,000 in bank deposits, but a membership which had fallen to only 77.35  

The contrast between the two societies in terms of their building successes is indicative 
of the change in the level of demand for housing during the 1820's. A consideration of 
decennial changes in Kendal's population between 1801 and 1851 reveals that the largest 
percentage rate of growth occurred in the decade 1811 to 1821. (See Table 3). That this 
stimulated a surge of house building on a large scale is suggested by a number of examples 
of suburban development around the core of burgess plots over which in-filling had 
previously taken place. 

The wool merchant, James Gandy, owned an extensive estate comprising of several 
parcels of land on the edge of the town. Major schemes of development took place near 
House of Correction Hill and at Longpoo1.36  The latter saw the erection of "Union 
Row", a terrace of two storey cottages, with a pump and privies provided behind. Gandy 
sold individual houses in the terrace for £8o each, including three in 1820 conveyed to 
John Bourne of Liverpool; Myles Theodore Burton of Ulverston; and William Holgate 
of Settle.37  Gandy also sold land for building Castle Street, where a plot of 594  square 
yards was conveyed in 1826 to John Rudd, a weaver of Kendal. Rudd subsequently 
mortgaged his plot together with the house he built to Agnes Rodick, a Kendal spinster, 
for £80.38  Several of Gandy's houses, including 12 cottages on Tenter Fell and others in 

TABLE 3 
Population in Kendal, 18o1 to 1851 

Census Year 

180I 
1811 

Population 

8,015 
8,793 

Absolute increase 
in decade 

778  

Percentage increase 
in decade 

97 7 
182I 10,438 1,645 18.7 
1831 I1 ,577 1,139 10.9 
1841 11,770 193 I.6 
1851 1I,829 59 0.5 

Source: Census of England and Wales, 1801-1851. 
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Castle Street and Union Row, together with adjacent plots of building land were 
advertised for sale in 1826.39  

Thomas Cookson was successful in developing portions of Badger Close and Thorney 
Hills and created Kent Terrace "of most commanding exterior" and Castle Crescent "an 
extension northwards of houses with less pretension, but uniformly neat" .40  In 1822 
Cookson offered building land for sale and plots were taken by John Fisher and Nathanial 
Bateman, both of Kendal and described as carpenters, and Samuel Bromley of Skels-
mergh.41  Cookson imposed rigorous covenants on his purchasers. The builders on 
Thorney Hills, for example, were required to erect individual houses on their plots, set 
back six yards from the road so as to provide a uniform building line. Bateman's 
conveyance indicated Cookson's overall plan noting that "the dwelling house is intended 
to form part of a row of dwelling houses called the Crescent".42  In accordance with the 
aim of developing a high status residential enclave, the purchasers were obliged to 
maintain an acceptable level of environmental quality and were therefore prevented from 
installing a steam engine or using the land for a number of specified offensive trades 
including those of tanner, skinner, tallowchandler, soap boiler and dyer. The plots 
ranged in size from 695 to 757  square yards and cost two shillings per square yard. The 
plots forming Castle Crescent were considerably smaller, but offered at the same price.43  

In a broader context, Chalklin has demonstrated that the period from 1818 to the early 
1820's was marked by a revival in building activity throughout England, following the 
uncertainties of the Napoleonic War. "On the side of demand, nationally the population 
continued to grow and potential pressure on accommodation would have been increased 
by the high number of marriages of 1814 and 1815. There was a business revival in 
1817-18 which would have helped to make this demand effective" .44  The Kendal Union 
Building Society can therefore be seen in a framework of both a rising national trend and 
a significant wave of local building, which lead the Gazette to report in 1821 that "the 
town is growing at a cheering rate".45  While the strong views of many of the members 
added another dimension during a period of political divergence, this alone did not 
account for the society's success. By contrast, as Jennings and the committee of the 1825 
society were aware, the new institution was attempting to work against a severe economic 
downswing which reduced the ability of members to maintain their monthly subscriptions 
and consequently the society failed to build any houses.46  

From the 183os onwards terminating building societies were gradually replaced by 
permanent organizations, which provided a source both for investment and therefore 
interest, and for loans to finance house purchasers. The movement in the Kendal area 
followed this trend and the Kendal and District together with the Staveley Benefit 
Building Society were both active in the 187os.47  However, the building operations 
financed by these societies were dispersed over a wide area and consequently in contrast 
to the Union Building Society they have left no cohesive mark on Kendal's townscape. 
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