
ART. XVII. — Working-Class Housing and Related Health Policies in Mid-Nineteenth 
Century Kendal with Particular Reference to the Activities of John Whitwell, M.P.1  
By ANDREW WATTERSON 

SEVERAL histories of working-class housing have been published2  and it is the 
intention of this article to clarify and expand certain subjects raised in those works: 

in particular the definition of housing needs, the origins of housing reforms, the 
development and inter-relationship of local and central government housing policies. 
Studies of individuals involved in housing reforms within particular provincial towns 
are rare; this paper is an attempt to remedy that situation. A survey of housing action in 
Kendal during the Victorian period gives a narrow, but nevertheless valuable, insight into 
municipal social reform; it also corrects assumptions, often made about parliamentary and 
provincial housing policy, that housing powers, administered locally, were necessarily 
limited in scope and that the forces obstructing effective housing solutions were all-
powerful. The means for assessing (with some accuracy) the local ideas, aspirations and 
actions of the Kendal housing reformers, exist in various council, philanthropic and 
press investigations. 

Before a closer examination can be made of the actual events in Kendal, it is necessary 
to analyse two major and interconnected problems: firstly the definition of housing needs 
and secondly the origins of social policy relating to housing. The Housing and Public 
Health movements of the nineteenth century were closely linked and often proved 
indistinguishable in matters of methods and personnel. The two movements shared 
several common aims: to improve house drainage, sewers, building and overcrowding 
standards — and both had roots in a mixture of humanitarian thought, economic efficiency 
and "scientific methods". The Victorian housing reformers used sanitary criteria as 
their principal tool, and economic factors served as an underlying and often unstated 
justification for action. Some historians have suggested that Victorian housing policy did 
not progress significantly until it was seen by contemporaries to be a separate issue from 
sanitary reform — "its problems arising from different causes, its solutions lying in a new 
philosophy" .3  The evidence does not support such an interpretation because sanitary 
questions were an integral part of the housing problem and both directly related to the 
economic structure; their persistence and resolution rested on definitions of social justice 
and social welfare. One of the first breaches in the classical economic thought barrier to 
government intervention on social matters came in the Public Health debate4,and proved 
to be germane to later housing reform. In Kendal, as we shall see, the problems of 
working-class housing provision were raised against a background of sanitary agitation; 
more and better houses for labourers being one means of reducing health hazards. The 
housing reformers, however, lacked the necessary detailed statistical information at the 
national, as well as the local level, to define their problems and so assess their progress: 
in contrast the Public Health movement, thanks to the work of William Farr and his 
colleagues, had accurate national and regional sanitary data available from which they 
produced minimum health standards and traced the effectiveness of their sanitary work. 
Those people interested in housing of course did use disease and mortality figures to 
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support their opinions but the lack of specialized figures on building trends, occupancy 
rates and housing distribution, made any accurate assessment of artisans' and labourers' 
accommodation needs difficult and hence hindered improvement. Neither the success 
nor failure of a policy could be judged and in some instances lethargic "housing 
reformers" used these deficiencies to maintain inaction in a town. The Kendal study 
serves to illustrate this point. Even today, fluctuations in birth and death rates, room 
usage, planning demands and slum clearance priorities make measurement of housing 
needs a difficult task. Professor Cullingworth succinctly states that: "the assessment of 
need and in particular the practicability of its fulfilment is a value judgement at its best 
and a matter of political expediency at its worst".5  The working-class Kendal housing 
crisis involved those who acknowledge neither their own subjective political position nor 
the existence of albeit crude housing indicators in the decennial census returns.6  

The search for a means of quantifying the conditions and requirements of working-
class dwellings was the first most important and least satisfactory process involved in 
the formulation of housing policies. The next step was to produce effective action based 
on the prevailing values espoused by those most influential in Victorian society. Unlimited 
funds for building repairs would not be available because of the doctrine of Self-help; 
local and central government action would be restricted because of a belief in the 
"democratic rights" of the privileged and the absence of such rights for the labouring 
class.7  The dominant values of the businessman and investor involved profit and property 
acquisition: key elements in the housing sector and in social change. In a study of 
Victorian town planning, Professor Ashworth discovered: "property was a major con-
sideration. The need to keep it inviolate was not only an argument for social reform but 
also imposed several limitations on the reform that might be attempted".8  Property as 
an obstacle to social reform was one of the elements in the Kendal situation: for Victorian 
social theories were rarely reversed, rather they were gradually reduced in significance 
or isolated, often to survive side by side with contradictory views of society.9  The history 
of working-class housing in Kendal supports H. L. Beales' interpretation of social policy 
genesis as a gradual "trial and error" process: "It is not that ... the mid-Victorian . . . 
or later Victorians were complacent — such indictments of whole generations have little 
substance. But the mentality of the self-made man was difficult to modify: so was the 
political attitude crystallized in the workaday maxims that government is best which 
governs least and a man has the right to do what he will with his own".10  

Nineteenth-century Kendal possessed political institutions and administrative bodies 
insensitive to working-class needs, hostile to any extension of government powers, slow 
to respond to local problems, frequently doctrinaire in their defence of commercial 
interests. What the town did not possess was an organized or hostile workforce because 
the civic leaders retained an all-pervasive hold on social, political and economic affairs." 
The reluctance to acknowledge the plight of workers, living in homes damaging to their 
health was never fully overcome by the Kendal Establishment and this contributed to 
the unsuccessful local authority housing approach. One must remember that: "the first 
prerequisite to social policy was the willingness and ability to define social problems" .12 
The Kendal middle-class issued vague statements about the short supply and deplorable 
conditions of factory workers' cottages; an approach which produced piecemeal, inad-
equate ameliorative measures and a housing failure comparable to those experienced by 
large industrial towns.13  At the national level the coincidence of anxieties for the 
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maintenance of competitive economic efficiency, the consequence of a wider franchise, 
and the spread of socialism in a new environment of measured poverty may well have 
been, according to O. R. McGregor, the principal factors in the establishment of English 
social policy;14  but in Kendal only the first two points applied and, together with the 
size of the town, the absence of the third factor partly explains the slow housing 
developments. The manufacturers were openly concerned with maintaining social stab-
ility: John Whitwell in his first election address advocated modest education, sanitary 
and housing reforms linked to a plea for individual freedom and minimal state "inter-
ference". The Kendal activists epitomized the ameliorists' school of thought: hasty 
judgements of social problems and political rather than good health motives for improving 
workers' houses.15  

Kendal demonstrated an uneven history of social action between 1830 and 188o, not 
untypical of the time, characterized by short bursts of seemingly efficient policy-making 
and long periods of inaction when no crisis loomed. The town ignored the bulk of 
housing legislation, almost all of which was permissive up to the final quarter of the 
nineteenth century — the exceptions — the 1851 Common Lodging-houses Act and the 
1872 Public Health Act, were both important significantly in Kendal's housing history. 
Usually the property rights and vested interests of the town's affluent citizens further 
reduced the impact of those measures adopted.16  The Kendal municipality totally 
ignored the opportunities offered to implement the 1851 Labouring Classes Lodging-
houses Act (14 & 15 Vict. c.34), the 1855 Labourers' Dwellings Act (18 & 19 Vict. 
c.132), the 1866 and 1867 Labouring Classes Dwelling Houses Acts (29 Vict. c.28 and 
3o Vict. c.20), and Whitwell's own Working Men's Dwellings Act (37 & 38 Vict. c.59), 
whilst the town's population was too small to adopt the 1875 Artisans and Labourers 
Dwellings Improvement Act (38 & 39 Vict. c.36). The 1848 Public Health Act did 
contain a section permitting the General Board of Health to intervene in districts with 
mortality rates above 23 dead per I,000 living and this stimulated Kendal to petition for 
the Act's adoption, before direct government action occurred, when the town's death 
rate reached the 23 per I ,000 level. The 1872 Public Health Act benefited the town and 
surrounding areas but failed to produce any further enthusiasm for more effective housing 
policies.17  There can now be little doubt that, to a significant degree, the Victorians 
possessed housing legislation capable of making real inroads into the housing problem. 
Even in the early part of the nineteenth century: "Complicated, imprecise and inconsist-
ent as they were, rules did exist which could have done something, if used with 
determination and honesty and not allowed to fall into abeyance, to prevent the towns 
deteriorating to the extent they did".18  Kendal town responded to the physical distress 
of its inhabitants firstly by a tardy reaction to the most legislative housing remedies; 
secondly, by maintaining a consensus on inaction amongst the borough political group-
ings. The elected and self-elected Town Council was able to ensure that only superficial 
debate was conducted on the housing question between 1848 and 1875 within the council 
chamber but it could not prevent public discussion outside their control. 

Party politics played a minor role in housing action19  and although a new revitalized 
Conservatism emerged in the I84os20  the people interested in working-class housing 
remained the same combination of philanthropic merchants, enlightened clergy and 
medical men, factory owners and, as might be expected in a Conservative County 
and Whig/Liberal town, a slight preponderance of Liberals. The 1835 Municipal 
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Corporations Act effectively ended the dominance of the old closed Anglican, Conserva-
tive; ' professional Council in Kendal and replaced it with a Non-conformist, manufactur- 
ing-business, Liberal body. The Fell Trust, a statutory ad hoc organization involved in 
town administration continued, according to Ms Palmer, to be an example of "Derek 
Fraser's partnership between Church and dissent forged in public interest".21  Elsewhere 
in the town the Liberal influence spread and the Conservative medical interest, so 
ineffective in the housing debate, was pushed out. In Kendal the small shopkeepers and 
tradesmen did not follow the course delineated in Mrs Gauldie's studies22  and take over 
local government but instead they came under the influence of the larger merchants and 
manufacturers. 23  The common denominator between Kendal and other towns was the 
narrow political response in housing to economic pressures:24  poor-quality speculative 
building gave the investor in the nineteenth century the greatest return in the housing 
sector, model dwellings gave the lower investment returns and required closer "manage- 
ment" controls.25  The Kendal Councillors lived in relatively close proximity to the 
town's working population and so could not profess total ignorance of workers' dwellings. 
"Kendal did not develop compact middle-class residential areas but rather a fine web 
of distinct middle-class housing encompassing the entire town and radiating with subtle 
gradations in social status. "26  The town council assumed an attitude of concern, whilst 
the lack of accurate housing statistics and any commitment to a particular social policy 
allowed them to escape the responsibility of taking effective action. How this was done 
will now be examined. 

Professor Dyos in an unpublished paper27  picked out four main elements in the study 
of Urban History — population, technology, values and totality. In this study, the last 
two elements are those under the closest scrutiny. Only by examining the values of the 
provincial politician and by placing them and him in the context of the Victorian 
experience can one hope to understand what influenced small town housing. 

Kendal was a typical county market town, in so far as any market town can be typical, 
with slow physical growth, no great industrial development in the first half of the 
nineteenth century28  and little sign of political unrest from the working-class. The most 
important single industry was woollen textiles; still important in the 186os and 187os 
when the town produced hand knitted hosiery, carpets and trousering and contained 
several tanneries, iron founderies, a marble works and a canal (constructed in the I81os) 
bringing timber, stones and slate, so important to the building industry, as well as coal 
and coke from Wigan. The deficiencies in the Kendal housing stock did not suddenly 
appear after the 18405, when public interest in the subject was increasing, but can be 
traced back to the end of the eighteenth century when Sir John Eden found: "the insides 
of the cottages near the town exhibiting every appearance of misery".29  Some superficial 
improvements relating to the town's civic façade occurred in the early 1800s when 
Kendal was described as "neat and hospitable":30  the two main factors in this progress 
being the building societies and the canals. The direct benefits to the homes of the poorer 
class was minimal. The early building societies31  took advantage of the building boom 
created by the completion of the Lancaster-Kendal canal in 181932  and were responsible 
for the erection of several main streets. The 18 3o was a time when a number of the 
town's ancient buildings were destroyed33  to be replaced by limestone houses with good 
water supplies and gas lighting on the streets. The streets remained badly-paved cobble 
routes.34  Kendal's siting on the banks of the river Kent was certainly a favourable 
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geographical position but the contemporary accounts of a clean and healthy borough did 
not apply to the working-class districts.35  The weavers' colonies consisted of "cramped 
and overcrowded, dirty and damp houses"; the tradesmen often lived in "narrow, 
crowded, ill-ventilated apartments" .36 

The paternalism of pre-industrialized society lingered on into English nineteenth-
century housing politics, in contrast to the wages and food position, for two related 
reasons: firstly, no other remotely effective or systematic approach to the labourers' 
dwellings problem was put forward by "the new political economy of the free market"; 
secondly, "the traditional rights and customs" of working-class housing were set at such 
a low standard of habitation that no change was seen as necessary.37  The breaking of the 
traditional Tory hold on the town in the 183os by the Whig-Liberals therefore heralded 
the introduction of no new housing policies. Private enterprise in the eighteenth century 
had never supplied and maintained the necessary number of dwellings for the poorer 
classes but in Kendal and many other towns the housing charities established during 
this. period survived into the Victorian world.38  Alms-houses gave shelter to a few 
"privileged" working people. Robert Bateman, a merchant, left £I,000 in 1743 for the 
purchase of land and building of cottages for those in need in the Hugill township, 
Kendal; Margaret Hawden left £ i o in 1815 for the construction of two three-roomed 
cottages in the Middleton parish.39  However limited a contribution these charities 
actually made towards solving the housing shortage local opinion believed in their 
success — "Though the pressure of the poor rates appears to be as heavy here (Westmor-
land and Cumberland) as in most other parts of the kingdom, it would still be much 
greater if its evils were not alleviated by the munificent posthumous charities that have 
been bequeathed at different periods by a numerous list of benevolent individuals".40  

Parish authorities occasionally provided cottages for workers from their own resources, 
to supplement the efforts of philanthropic individuals, and sometimes gained financially 
from the transactions. The Kendal Workhouse managed a Vagrants' Lodging-house and 
was not unknown to pay the rents of handloom weavers' cottages when the weavers fell 
on hard times.41  Other counties not only paid house rents but also rented cottages for 
the poorer parish inhabitants and built cottages for parish ownership: schemes which 
provided more labourers' houses and at the same time guaranteed unscrupulous parish 
representatives and officials building contracts and a very reliable source of rent at the 
ratepayers' expense.42  These rent support and rent payment systems were strongly and 
rapidly discouraged by the utilitarian Poor Law Commission after 1834 as infringements 
of Benthamite thought. Sir John Walsham, the Commission's representative in Westmor-
land, reported in 1839 that the payments of cottage rents by parishes which had been a 
universal practice before 1834 had entirely ceased: in its place a system of making "small 
additions to the weekly family allowances of old paupers in order to enable them personally 
to provide for the payment of their house rents" was introduced. Walsham himself 
favoured this transitional aid scheme for housing the aged poor and refused to condemn 
the Boards of Guardians in his area which followed this practice in the face of the 
peremptory Poor Law Commission's ruling forbidding parish rent schemes.43  

Those Kendal groups involved in the control of housing standards were more numerous 
and more effective than those at work in the housing supply field. The Kendal Fell 
Trust, established in 1767, was responsible for street cleaning, nuisances and lighting 
in the town; duties for which it was not ideally suited and which it did not perform 
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well.44  The Kendal Court Leet proved to be an ancient and ineffective remnant of an 
earlier inspectorate concerned with market, food and other sanitary control tasks. In the 
1 77os and 1 78os the Leet took action against ruinous and badly repaired house entries, 
dung heaps and "nuisances", the siting of new buildings and so, to a very limited and 
unsuccessful extent, in the planning of the town: between 1819 and 1830 the Leet issued 
cellar height controls, used a. surveyor to ensure the house fronts in the town were 
adequate and prohibited the construction of new dwellings too close to existing privies.45  
In the first quarter of the 19th century the borough had available certain nuisance 
prevention byelaws but these fell far short of those required to maintain minimum 
housing and disease controls.46  In 1822 the Kendal surgeon Thomas Proudfoot wrote 
an account of the town's sanitary state, describing the "narrow ill-ventilated yards" and 
"dirty, decrepit homes".47  The deficiencies of the town's housing were made perfectly 
clear by the medical profession. A number of Kendal voluntary groups believed the 
cultural poverty of the working-class explained the town's poor housing record. The 
Society for Visiting and Relieving the Sick Poor in Kendal contained the wives of the 
town's leading citizens and they concentrated on the policy of improving the cleanliness 
of labourers' dwellings, an approach that had no chance of any real success in the face 
of economic adversity.48  

The 1831 cholera epidemic which threatened Kendal produced "hidden" commercial, 
sanitary energy, and local medical investigations soon followed the cries of merchants 
and tradesmen for enquiries into the aetiology of the disease: cholera broke the vested 
interest shell and created a tentative precedent for effective, constructive — rather than 
bureaucratic — action.49  In Sir John Simon's words the 1831/2 cholera outbreak created: 
"a more critical cognisance of disease among intelligent people, of working-class living 
conditions".50  The alarm raised in London by the fear of epidemic caused the Government 
to set up a General Board of Health, with members from the medical professions, which 
drew up a set of rules and regulations for the prevention of cholera;51  pleas for 
national vigilance then followed and Local Boards of Health were established containing 
professional and medical men in areas threatened by the disease.52  The General Board 
of Health realised the threat to health, and more importantly, the dangers of epidemic 
disease spreading from overcrowded, badly drained, town districts into middle-class 
areas. Exhortations to the localities by the Government proved ineffective against a 
tradition of provincial independence and only a distant threat of disease. The 1832 
Cholera Prevention Act was passed in an attempt to defeat regional obstinacy by 
empowering the Privy Council to issue the necessary orders to combat the disease: this 
was a portent of later Sanitary action. 

Fear of cholera in Kendal produced results in a way impassioned appeals to social 
justice and grim accounts of social deprivation never did. On the 4 November 1831, the 
mayor of Kendal received a Privy Council proclamation advising precautions to be taken 
against cholera; in the same month, after several public meetings, the town divided itself 
into thirteen districts and appointed two inspectors for each district to help the poorer 
classes clean, ventilate and whitewash their homes.53  These preventative measures 
continued until December 1831 and then lapsed with the revival of a sense of security 
and complacency. Further attempts were again made in Kendal to establish a properly 
constituted Local Board of Health; efforts which collapsed under the weight of great 
local hostility, exerted by business interests and the press. The successful opposition to 
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the reformers suggested that the town was in as healthy a state as necessary: an opinion 
discredited totally when cholera broke out in July 1832. The local sanitary case was 
further strengthened by the Privy Council recognition of the need to give the Local 
Boards of Health powers to clean and whitewash "any house or habitation in which there 
existed impurities", and to appoint medical inspectors to visit and report on the sanitary 
state of all vagrant lodging-houses.54  Not until 25 cholera cases were reported and the 
Press revealed the presence of very insanitary dwellings in the town55  did Kendal 
constitute its own Local Board of Health and use the powers to remove the nuisances in 
or within 20 yards of a house by "scouring, cleansing, whitewashing and fumigating it 
and cleaning out the cellars and drains", on receipt of a medical certificate warning of 
public health hazard. Kendal began to take the correct steps for disease prevention 
almost a year after the London Times foresaw the dangers — "the truth is, that on any 
and every hypothesis, precautions in the nature of ventilation, cléanliness, separate as 
much as practicable, the persons inhabiting crowded alleys and dwellings, should be 
adopted".56  

The sanitary bridgehead, once made, was almost automatically contained because the 
local traders and manufacturers found the disruption of business more important than 
the loss of their lives; ironically, after the risks had been reduced exactly by those 
controls, they now objected to them with such vehemence.57  The psychology of Victorian 
economic and social action is full of similar "paradoxes". The Kendal Local Board of 
Health, despite financial vigilance, found it imperative to spend £200 on medicines, 
housing improvements and nuisance removal: £ 100 of which the Privy Council decided 
the town must recoup from its rates.58  Immediately, two accusations were made against 
the Local Board of Health to justify non-payment of the sum: firstly, that the board 
failed to consult its voters about the decision; and secondly, that local doctors had made 
financial gains from their board medical duties. Neither allegation was true — the medical 
men gave their services free to the Local Board of Health and the board itself far from 
pursuing its duties. over-enthusiastically, had been dilatory in removing those "filthy 
dwellings" and "swampy districts" regarded as legitimate targets for action by non-
medical journals which opposed any similar interference in wage and nutritional levels.59  
Only the debate on the Reform Bill produced more dissension in the Kendal of the 
18305.60  The Local Board of Health was accused of both "absolute despotism" and of 
irrelevance to the cholera menace.61  The desire to minimize the epidemic, to exaggerate 
the town's healthy state, to ignore the dismal houses of the workers, continued to block 
and discredit the housing reformers' efforts. In terms of its size and population density, 
the sanitary record of Kendal was poor in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.62  The 
town's medical men revealed the unsatisfactory state of the working-class districts but 
did not challenge the economic orthodoxy of the time which justified the continued 
existence of such conditions.63  Dr Thomas Proudfoot, Kendal's most eminent surgeon, 
was a typical example of what Professor Abrams has described as the Victorian statis- 
tician — "the statistician avoided the issues of social causes by limiting himself to a 
descriptive sociography and trusting to the long-run dynamics of the economy, helped by 
administrative commonsense to dispose of the social problems his research revealed".64  
Proudfoot found the Kendal labourer living in "horrible" despair through the impact 
of slum life; and most vulnerable to cholera attacks. The town's 49 cholera cases took 
their heaviest toll from the poorly-fed, the old and infirm, living in the dilapidated 
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cottages described by Proudfoot.65  The 1832 epidemic revealed the frailty of local action 
and the weakness of the statisticians' case; the Local Board of Health, limited and 
ephemeral in results, did set a precedent for investigations and improvements in a crisis 
that gave several of the town's later housing reformers their first insight into means of 
social change. 

Housing supply and improvements in mid-19th century Kendal revolved around a 
hotch-potch of schemes: charitable, voluntary, municipal, commercial and provincial 
bodies all played a part. John Whitwell, like so many Victorian reformers, entered the 
housing field after earlier involvement in social problems aroused his interest in the basic 
physical conditions of the urban working-class.66  Whitwell began his political career 
following his father's footsteps and he supported Lord Brougham, the Westmorland 
social and political reformer, who in 18S7 founded the Social Science Association;67  he 
then moved on to become the Secretary of the Kendal Temperance Society, a group 
advocating moderation not total abstinence in local drinking habits.68  Whitwell's desire 
to restrict drinking was then superseded by a desire for free trade: a not unusual 
progression for a manufacturer who required a disciplined work force and an expanding 
market for his goods. In December 1842, Whitwell appeared on the Kendal Anti-Corn 
Law platform, where his statement attributing working-class distress to the effect of the 
Corn Laws on working-class budgets, was followed by his Membership of a social work 
group which was intent on ending such grievances.69  Whitwell organized a collection to 
relieve the poor in the town, before the Chartist threat so colourfully portrayed by 
the Conservative press, emerged.70  After 1841 Whitwell's aldermanic appointment 
heightened his community interests and involvement and he became one of the principal 
benevolent social reformers in the town. 

Whitwell's civic duties aroused his desire to increase the borough's administrative 
efficiency and he pursued a familiar political path: a path which often destroyed the 
possibility of radical social change because the Victorians were able to convince them-
selves that humanitarian instincts expressed through a rigid administrative machine, 
solved, rather than exacerbated, social distress. This supposition was refuted in numerous 
housing documents of the period but remained a powerful force for reasons of political 
stability and economic self-interest. Whitwell could not now acknowledge the evidence 
of the inferior working-class houses before his own eyes even though such houses 
surrounded him during the day: instead, he continued to make a limited contribution 
to housing policy, bemused by, or content with, a lack of success and reluctant to 
recognize the fact that his efforts concealed the contradictions between his social position, 
his social reform position and his social actions. In 1844, Whitwell sat on the town 
committee investigating the abuse and corruption of the borough charities; he supported 
its recommendations that the Borough Treasurer supervise all charity revenue more 
closely and that the affairs of the committee be widely publicized.71  These proposals 
embodied some of Whitwell's central beliefs — he always sought to improve the adminis-
trative and financial structure of the institutions concerned with workers' houses with 
which he was involved; he always supported a wider dissemination of housing infor-
mation. However, Whitwell on occasions found it necessary to conceal the facts when 
his actions were at variance with his avowed intentions. One should bear in mind that 
the small town politican had at once more power and greater weakness than his industrial 
city counterpart: by this I mean that a 19th century Kendal politician had a strong hold 
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over his relatively small community but that his errors and failures were more easily 
identified than in larger urban areas where the middle-class might successfully deny all 
knowledge of slum life and working-class poverty. The close contact of the manufacturers 
and his workforce in Kendal combined with the persistence of the paternalistic society 
meant that class conflict was less and class exploitation potentially greater than in an 
industrial city.72  

The 1842 Chadwick Report revealed child mortality rates in the Kendal Poor Law 
Union not significantly better than those for the Strand Union in London.73  This report 
and the work of the Health of Towns Royal Commission in the 18405 aroused sufficient 
interest in Kendal Town to sway opinion in favour of at least a discussion on the merits 
of sanitary innovation if not reforms.74  Harriet Martineau at Ambleside was very 
aware of Lord Morpeth's public health efforts; she believed working-class housing in 
Westmorland could be improved by the example of model cottages which would show 
the middle-class that such houses could be both sanitary and profitable in towns where 
people "at present" lived in "stinking holes".75  The Kendal activists were less concerned 
with accommodation and seemed pre-occupied with drainage and sewerage problems: 
this being of the greatest urgency to the middle-class and one subject on which the search 
for panaceas quickly began — as late as February 1848 the Corporation believed a 
committee empowered to carry the 1846 Nuisance Removal and Disease Prevention Act, 
could solve all the town's difficulties. The new cholera menace of 1847 gave a sense of 
urgency to the search for a satisfactory local health policy and in 1847 Whitwell 
joined the borough "sanitary committee", a body that had the main responsibility for 
implementing the Nuisance Removal Act of 1848.76  1848 was a crucial year in the history 
of national and local social policy, although it would be wrong to assume that all sanitary 
legislation and sanitary matters contributed to housing progress.77  For Mrs Gauldie: 
"the (19th century) philosophy of public health was centred upon prevention, all these 
regulations were restrictive, destructive. They forbade, they demolished. They did not 
construct or create, and it was creative activity which was needed in the housing field".78  
She is only partly correct because it was imperative for the Victorians, with their limited 
resources, to control bad housing even if they could not afford to build decent homes. 
The public health measures of the 18405 gave local and central government the first 
systematic, if tentative, means to deal with unhealthy houses. 

The Kendal health debate of the 184os was redolent of the I 83os cholera response; 
local dignitaries discussed whether a crisis really existed, and, if it did whether existing 
measures were adequate. When the mortality figures became indisputable and the 
Corporation debated the efficacy of temporary and local controls against permanent and 
central measures — their decisions became the major factors influencing the advance of 
local housing controls.79  In 1848 the Sanitary Committee, an amalgam of the Town 
Council and the Kendal Fell Trust, adopted a limited policy of local co-operation, with 
individual initiatives to combat infection. Whitwell, a leading member of this committee, 
recognized at once the difficulties implicit in formulating financially expensive social 
policies dependent on support from businessmen for their success; he expressed regret 
that the Corporation possessed only imperfect parliamentary powers and believed "the 
day was not far distant when those powers would be much more extended to municipal 
and other bodies" for improvements.80  In these early months of sanitary enthusiasm and 
planning, local interest was limited neither by practical nor by economic considerations. 
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The Conservative Westmorland Gazette reiterated Whitwell's positive line in an editorial 
advising vigorous action to preserve the national health which might include the insertion 
of compulsory powers in Morpeth's Sanitary Bill — "there must be no squeamish aversion 
to a proper system of subordination, no foolish horror of the bugbear centralization" in 
introducing effective sanitary reform.81  Whitwell and the Press fell by the wayside when 
demands for funds were made directly on the ratepayers' pocket: the resentment so 
created, crystallized into a political opposition.82  Dr Proudfoot, one of the few residents 
professionally able to judge the town's physical state, revealed a mortality rate of 33 per 
I ,000 living in the decade 1838/1848, yet he persisted in his belief that "good sense, 
energy and informal cooperation between reformers" would solve all the Kendal ills.83  
The 1848 Sanitary Committee took refuge in these medical opinions and did not act on 
the medical evidence available in its hazy policy of voluntary appeals for sanitary 
information and action. 

To end confusion and indecision, a joint Town Council and Kendal Fell Trust 
Committee was set up to establish a Local Board of Health under the 1848 Public Health 
Act. 84  A public petition from 1,462 rated inhabitants in favour of this action was sent 
to the General Board of Health;ß5  G. T. Clark, a General Board of Health superintending 
inspector, was then sent to the town to conduct a preliminary enquiry under the Act. 
Clark's report showed real disparities between actual conditions and some local opinions 
of those conditions. The various local bodies had indeed cooperated in implementing 
the limited Nuisance Removal Act,ß6  but they had manifestly failed to tackle the root 
problems by the standards of the General Board of Health which were high, without 
being unrealistic, for the time. Clark found in Kendal: "a long continued neglect of 
attention to public health or convenience ... ill-paved streets, closed and crowded 
alleys ... deficient of all proper drainage", a situation partly responsible for low 
working-class health, high mortality and heavy rate expenditure; houses were "insanitary 
and ill-maintained" in areas where fever and cholera flourished; some parts of Kendal 
had not altered since 1832 and the same filthy hovels of that time, with badly-maintained 
public lodging-houses survived on the same sites.87  It is true that some 19th century 
investigations concentrated on the worst areas of towns and then inferred low standards 
for the whole town but it is the specific intention of this paper to examine working-class 
housing and Clark's report was borne out by local clergymen, medical officers of health 
and merchants over the following quarter of a century. 

Edwin Chadwick and others had linked low health standards to high rate bills in the 
late 183os and 18405. Clark made similar deductions from his Kendal enquiry, pointing 
to the connection between very low housing standards and high alcohol consumption in 
the town which then led to greater social evil; hence the direct expenses and physical 
damage done to the working-class were heavier than the direct rate burden born by the 
middle-class as the price for inferior housing in the town. However, the fear of cholera 
stimulated the belief that public health expenditure would save money. The 1848 Public 
Health Act was supported as the only effective remedy to local impotence in disease 
control: it would confer power on those influential Kendal people "who have long been 
actively engaged in attempts to amend the condition and to improve the comforts of the 
labouring poor" as Clark cleverly worded ií.88  The town did have its diligent sanitary 
workers — Whitwell was one such campaigner whose efforts were thwarted by the 
opposition to formal parliamentary measures. The General Board of Health was never 
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able to overcome the attitude of individual businessmen who believed individual action 
and voluntary appeals for money were the means of defeating disease89  and not structured 
government intervention. Kendal did establish a Local Board of Health which was meant 
to act "without the slightest regard for politics and so far as is possible fairly represented 
everyone".90  Events proved otherwise. In Kendal "enlightened" self-interest, self-
deception and the dictates of pragmatism combined to defeat the small sanitary reform 
group. Local press support for a strong Local Board of Health faded; the Local 
Board of Health became inactive; and in the November 1849 municipal elections the 
Conservative "gradualists" who had opposed the expenditure of large sums of money 
by some Liberals on major sanitary schemes were elected. In 185o the Conservative anti-
drainers were again triumphant in the local elections and for the rest of the decade 
sanitary progress was very slow.91  Whitwell and his progressive associates had no option 
but to submit to the more powerful economic interests ranged against them. 

The Local Board of Health selected two main lines of action: the circulation of sanitary 
information, and the improvement of drainage. Copies of Clark's report were widely 
distributed by the town's officials and the demands for them was so great that the 
General Board of Health had to send extra copies to the town. 92  The Borough Police 
Superintendent, David Lipsett, was appointed Nuisance Inspector by the Local Board 
of Health with the task of examining unhealthy districts in order to improve conditions 
and develop liaison with the population. In November 1848 the Police Watch Committee 
agreed to the Local Board of Health request for policemen to act under Local Board of 
Health instructions to carry out the Nuisance Removal Act.93  Then a temporary revival 
of Press interest in housing made zealous action more probable;94  drainage schemes, so 
necessary for the healthy siting and building of houses seemed a logical first step but 
this subject was to demonstrate the superficial level at which policy was implemented.The 
Local Board of Health divided the town into districts and attempted to extend the 
existing drainage controls in these districts by clarifying the property ownership position 
which was extremely confusing.95  The Clark recommendations had suggested the town 
spend £ 15,000 to £20,000 under the Public Health Act on drainage and sewerage 
improvements, a sum to be paid for over 5o years by a 5d. in the £ rate: the Local Board 
of Health property clarification proposal was therefore no more than a diversion away 
from the real issue. Councillor J. J. Wilson, an influential Liberal, believed the Clark 
sum to be "a grievous" burden on the ratepayer for an unnecessary and expensive project; 
his solution entailed the classic reform-killing approach of a request for more information 
and discussion to ensure "efficiency on the one hand and strict attention to economy on 
the other".96  No action therefore followed. The standards of social efficiency and social 
economy were set far lower in Victorian Kendal than those of political economy. 
Whitwell had favoured a comprehensive sewage scheme and he initially believed it to 
be the most important local matter at hand;97  equivocation at the costing and local 
pressure led him to declare a speedy solution impossible and instead he announced his 
intention to vote against the Clark proposals and for a gradual drainage development 
plan with immediate action only against individual nuisances. In 1868 the Independent 
Liberal mayor was to reflect that the town fell far short of what it ought to be in sanitary 
matters;98  a shortcoming with its foundations firmly laid in the 184os and 185os. 

The pragmatic position adopted by the Kendal authorities was perfectly in accord 
with national thinking on social reform. The Government reports revealed the damage 

 
 
 
tcwaas_002_1987_vol87_0019



194 
	

WORKING-CLASS HOUSING IN NINETEENTH CENTURY KENDAL 

bad housing caused amongst city dwellers; Parliament then proceeded to ignore the 
evidence or else to make superficial proposals about possible remedies, inevitably made 
meaningless by local apathy and hostility. The revelation of socially distressing details 
without genuine attempts by central and local government authorities to resolve the 
situations helped to discredit the Pragmatists' approach: they were hoisted by their own 
factual petard.99  John Whitwell's actions illustrated these problems — his first sanitary 
statements in Kendal during the 184os were real reactions to the appalling housing 
conditions in the town and showed his support for far-reaching sanitary reforms: his 
later views attempted to reconcile the need for change with the desire to retain commercial 
and manufacturing interest support by the advocacy of minimal action. The Kendal 
working-class was powerless and could only accept the policy of town improvements.100  
Not all housing reformers lived in tight-knit deferential communities and not all workers 
peacefully resigned themselves to unhealthy conditions but the majority of the latter 
had little alternative. Engels described the slums of Manchester in detail and then 
suggested remedies for the abuses practised there in the 184os: he exposed the failures 
of philanthropy and Katheder socialism to solve housing issues in the period between 
183o and 1870.101  Commercial men like James Hole of Leeds and medical men like 
Rendle and Liddle suggested an energetic application of building and health control 
linked with some central incentives to build artisans' houses.102  Whitwell ignored the 
socialist line and, surprisingly, the enlightened administrative line of Hole in favour of 
the Kendal consensus which sought gradual progress at small cost and no economic and 
social risk to trade — in its way this was as much an ideological commitment to the town's 
oligarchic system as Engel's writings were to Marxism. Not until the national political 
changes of the late 1860s had worked through to the town did the practical implications 
of scientific knowledge affect housing and disease contro1.103  Westmorland was in many 
respects similar to Lancashire in the period 1843-69 where Dr Midwinter has shown 
how: "in the key areas ... the administrative achievements of the Local Boards, Borough 
Councils and Improvement Commissions had failed to measure up to the Governmental 
legislation".104  Kendal's civic spirit became aroused in the 184os but was not effective 
until the late 186os. 

Issues affecting the whole Kendal community were most likely to produce rapid action 
rather than the sectional pre-occupations with the state of the Fellside. Kendal in the 
I84os was a prosperous market town but with limited space for expansion; the restrictive 
Kendal Fell Trust Act terms had prevented building on the Fell side surrounding the 
town, with the result that economic growth was constrained and the work force crammed 
into already over-crowded houses. Land prices rose rapidly and housing standards fell 
even further than before in the static land market. The Fell Trust administered the Fell 
land through trustees elected by the borough's £IO property owners; these men were 
responsible for several duties affecting the public health.105  The liberal grouping in the 
town tried to reform the Trust by an amending bill to be brought before Parliament in 
1848 which aimed at freeing building leases, using Fell income for town improvements, 
and transferring Trust powers to the Corporation.106  The bill also gave the Trustees 
powers to improve the sewers, streets and buildings in the town; to control houses and 
street repairs, and construction. The bill was therefore an important attempt to provide 
Kendal with the financial means of expansion.107  The Kendal Fell Trust, not unaware 
of the need for some reform, supported the amending bill itself108  but the traditional 
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interests in the town opposed change and they proved to be too strong for the reform 
element.109  The traditionalists feared administrative intrusion from their own council 
and so their defence of the status quo was couched in terms of the existence of a threat 
to the poor's freehold and heritage; the fact that the town's economic well-being was 
under attack and that the poor were living in increasingly overcrowded hovels did not 
shake the paternalism of the "old society". "° After much politicking, accompanied by 
allegations of packed meetings, the reformers were defeated.111  

Efforts to change the Trust continued and from December 1848 they linked up with 
the general Public Health agitation, when the Kendal Fell Trust requested General 
Board of Health intervention on sanitary questions. In August the General Board of 
Health ordered the lighting and cleansing powers of the Kendal Fell Trust to be 
transferred to the council.112  An emasculated version of the 1848 Kendal Fell Trust bill 
was then suggested, omitting any threat to the Trust's principal powers — defeat again 
followed. The explanation for this event lay in the line adopted by the Westmorland 
Gazette which opposed any measure liable to involve the town in the heavy costs of 
getting local amending bills through Parliament.113  This action by the Gazette revealed 
the weakness of the paper's support for sanitary reform in the same year.114  The Liberal 
manufacturers would have benefited from the increase of revenue in the council coffers, 
the stimulus to trade and the opportunities for physical expansion; whereas the Conserva-
tive professionals saw no direct benefits accruing to themselves and they recognized the 
danger of old traditional rights being eroded away. 

Liberals played their part in the battle to obtain building land. In 185o, after his 
appointment to the Kendal Fell Trust, Whitwell put forward the case for change 
although something of a lull occurred in the struggle between 1850 and I 86o. The only 
requests made to the Kendal Fell Trust for building land in this period concerned sites 
for Council slaughter-houses and not labourers' cottages;115  the Trustees did use the 
rents from the Fell land to reduce the Town's poor rate burden without wrathful protests 
from the Gazette about the tradition of paying high rates. Not until May 186o was the 
building land question raised seriously again — a deputation with Whitwell as one of its 
leaders, was sent by a public meeting116  to ask the Kendal Fell Trust, "to take into 
consideration the expediency of devoting the lands now vested in the Kendal Fell Trust 
for building and other purposes thereby supplying the growing demand for additional 
houses and at the same time largely increasing the revenue to be derived by the ratepayers 
of Kendal to be derived from this land". On 9 May, 186o Whitwell as a Trustee took 
up the deputation's ideas and again stressed the points of advantage to the manufacturer — 
rate cuts and development land;117  a Kendal Fell Trust sub-committee was appointed 
to draft the new proposals and the result was the passage of the Kendal Fell Amendment 
Act on 17 May, 1861, releasing building land for recreational and public building 
purposes.118  Another delay then followed and not until 1862 did the Kendal Fell Trust 
appoint a sub-committee to deal with the actual sale of land freed by the new Act; the 
first sale of land came in 1866 when a Kendal Building Society, managed by Whitwell, 
made a serious offer for Fell land on which to build cottages.119  The five year delay in 
using the powers of the Act shows the limited priority supplying workers homes had in 
a town where the means to effect change existed. In the November of 1868 a large 
number of Fell sites were put up for auction but fell far short of the expected price and 
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so were withdrawn — this indicated a lull in the "demand" for new houses and the 
working-class were left in unfit cottages.120  

The town council pursued policies, other than those involving liaison with the Kendal 
Fell Trust, which affected housing. In 1849 and 185o the Council adopted a rate 
compounding policy under the Health of Towns Act and the general rating of cottage 
property.121 Compounding tended to ensure lower total rates for the property owner 
and did not seriously affect profit margins.122  In Kendal, (unlike some areas), the Small 
Tenements Rating Act,123  failed to increase the municipal electoral influence of the poorer 
voters in the formulation of local policies. The evidence of working-class involvement in 
Kendal public health reforms 1850-60 is negligible whilst the power of the factory 
owners over the political behaviour of their workers, was significant.124  Whitwell's 
particular housing interest at this time was the tangible and relatively manageable 
lodging-houses crisis. In 185o the Home Office had examined the general bye-laws of 
the Kendal Local Board of Health125  and the General Board of Health had then requested 
ethe Local Board of Health to consider drafting their own Lodging-house bye-laws and 
referring them back to the General Board of Health for approval.126  The Local Board 
of Health had begun supervising the lodging-houses in March 1850, before the General 
Board of Health request was made; such dwellings being the most accessible and least 
sacred sector of the housing field in which to intervene — they neither touched upon the 
major housing problem nor infringed middle-class economic interests in any major 
housing problem nor infringed middle-class economic interests in any serious way. 
Kendal was packed at market time, and during the harvest period, with a variety of 
labourers who so crowded themselves together in the lodging-houses that a serious 
health hazard was produced: Whitewell and other council members therefore personally 
inspected 24 lodging-houses in 1850 and found an average total of 15o people a night in 
them. 

The Kendal lodging-houses were badly built, poorly ventilated and highly profitable 
to their owners127  — in the 186os and 187os few of the established lodging-houses were 
both owned and run by the same person, often the owner was a small tradesman, a baker 
or a grocer.128  After the 1850 enquiry the council established a special lodging-houses 
sub-committee with Whitwell as one of its leading members and in 1851 inspection of 
these dwellings produced effective and improved hygiene standards but neglect still 
occurred and the sub-committee recommended constant vigilance. The Kendal Local 
Board of Health satisfied itself initially with weak lodging-house powers; a rebuke from 
the General Board of Health ended this lackadaisical mood and the town introduced 
lodging controls stronger than the General Board of Health guide lines on the subject:129  
room number controls, registration and inspection procedures, powers of entry defi-
nitions, ventilation and cleaning requirements, infectious disease precautions and finally 
penalties of up to 4o shillings for infringements were all applied. The national willingness 
to implement Shaftesbury's 1851 Common Lodging-houses Act was at one and the same 
time a sign of local government concern over the housing problem and a palliative sop 
to keep the reformers from pushing for more far-reaching acts. The deficiencies in the 
housing stock were obvious to those Victorians like Shaftesbury, Harrowby, Kay-
Shuttleworth, Torrens and Stanley Jevons, who actually walked through working-class 
districts with their eyes open and minus the social blinkers so favoured at the time. In 
a small town the size of Kendal (11,829 people in 1851; 13,696 people in 1881) the 
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lodging-house regulations gave no answer to the shortage and low standard of houses 
for the indigenous artisans and labourers; indeed, it added to the distress because the 
controls reduced the number of legally registered lodging-houses forcing rents in the 
remainder up and increasing the number of lodgers crowded into the unregistered houses 
which all too often remained free from prosecution under the local bye-laws; thereby 
endangering the health of the lodger and the neighbouring cottager.130  Yet the partial 
success of the regulations apparently sustained Whitwell in his belief that all was well 
in the lodging sector: contrary evidence came from the Local Board of Health itself 
which found many unregistered and uninspected lodging-houses in Kendal during 
1854.131  In an 1866 inspection Whitwell found "minor infringements" of the rules — 
excessive numbers of people in one room, inadequate ventilation and a mixing of the 
sexes! The Local Board of Health admitted the dangers of its own policies in the 186os 
when the number of lodging-houses declined to 9 from the 3o registered in 1852, a drop 
caused by: "the rise in the value of houses and consequently the greater difficulty in 
obtaining cheap small houses, and decreased numbers of those obliged to travel about 
seeking for work, the constant and beneficial use of the vagrant ward and the discourage-
ment by the police of that professional class of beggars who as beggars rob rich and poor 
alike and who deserve the treadmill rather than charity".132  This statement raises several 
pertinent points about the Kendal housing situation: the 1861 Kendal Fell Trust Act 
had apparently failed to release sufficient land to reduce housing costs; the economic 
climate had apparently removed the ordinary loding-house from general use with the 
large numbers of unemployed men frequenting them also "fortuitously disappearing":133  
the social system, through punitive police and poor law action, had miraculously removed 
the rest of the lodgers — the deserving and undeserving poor — from the scene. In fact 
the housing problem had not been solved at all but it was concealed by the use of broad 
and vague criteria redefining the problem so that all homeless and unemployed people 
became vagrants and criminals who then created their own bad housing and housing 
shortage. The astute Kendal middle-class did not have to search far or stretch its 
humanity beyond Victorian bounds to recognize this hidden housing deficit. 

The Local Board of Health made no noticeable attack on the "free play of market 
forces" which was the primary reason for unhealthy houses but it did inspect and remove 
nuisances in the town, submit cottage plans to the Local Government Act Office for 
approval as to sanitary construction, control some siting of buildings and building 
standards, and carry out some drainage improvements.134  Local resentment at sanitary 
action was sporadically expressed by the commercial interests throughout the third 
quarter of the nineteenth century and this led to memorials against specific nuisances 
and delays being submitted. (These protests rarely paid particular attention to the state 
of the poorer areas of the town.) Between 1851 and 1853 no fewer than 45o nuisances 
were reported to the Kendal Board of Works, mainly involving town drainage.135  
Whitwell in his role as an employer who owned workers' cottages and as a responsible 
elected representative of the town could not conceal his unease at this situation and his 
leadership of the progressive element on the Council began to prove effective after the 
early 18605.136  When Mayor in 1863, Whitwell wrote to the Local Government Act 
Office,137  a department he admired, explaining the barriers to sanitary reform existing 
in the town — the drainage problem, sewage difficulties and the need to obtain subsidized 
land.138  In 1864, Whitwell was a prime mover in the adoption of more effective nuisance 
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controls for the town under the Local Government Act of 1858;139  and again in 1867 he 
struggled to introduce better health controls.14° When Mayor in 1868, Whitwell made 
his most serious attempt at the local level to add to the small housing stock of the town: 
he tried to sell the council land at "Little Lounds" as sites for factory workers' cottages, 
a measure also guaranteed to increase the corporation revenues, and saw 36 of the 43 
sites purchased by the end of 1868.141  Involvement in Parliamentary affairs after 1868 
did not prevent Whitwell taking a continued interest in civic matters in a way that his 
predecessor, George Glyn, had never done. The town reaped a worthwhile crop from 
that interest. Whitwell used his membership of the Kendal Fell Trust, the Local Board 
of Health (later the Urban Sanitary Authority) and the town council to form his opinions 
on national policy and from such sources he gleaned a mass of facts relevant to the 
preparation and monitoring of housing legislation. For instance, the Local Board of 
Health and Urban and Rural sanitary bodies revealed to Whitwell the existence of cellar 
dwellings and crowded lodging-houses in 1872;142  and the links between disease and 
bad housing in 1873, 1874, 1878 and 1879. In 1879 Whitwell was personally involved 
in the Rural Sanitary Authority struggle to combat the spread of Scarlet Fever in sub-
standard houses at Heversham and Staveley.143  The ultimate accolade for an energetic 
backbench M.P. was bestowed on Whitwell by the local press — "unwearied diligence 
and attention" to local issues. 

Whitwell pursued his housing interests inside and outside the House of Commons; he 
also participated in discussions on housing at many local unofficial levels and this makes 
a study of his career particularly valuable in the context of a general survey of housing 
in Kendal. Whitwell expressed no serious disillusionment with the state of housing 
affairs. Why did this happen in a town where other individuals publicized the housing 
shortcomings? Why did the perspective offered to the reformers by their own work not 
shatter the firm continuity of the steady progress school of thought? The answer to these 
questions are complex and lie with the attitudes not the facts of the case. 

Whitwell's own local successes in working-class housing were ironically revealed as 
quite limited by a man whose office had been established to some degree thanks to 
Whitwell's own efforts — Dr Page, the Medical Officer of Health for the joint Urban and 
Rural Sanitary Authority of the Kendal district.144  Page became the Kendal Medical 
Officer of Health in the early 187os and in 1875 he published a report on the sanitary 
state of the town; l'5  this document seriously damaged the town's credibility as an 
enlightened housing centre. Whitwell, with another Kendal alderman, Willis, had asked 
Page to establish the town's death rate over previous decades to show that improvements 
in municipal health had been achieved in recent years. The Medical Officer of Health 
revealed an overall decline in the death rate, mainly the result of drainage schemes 
begun in the early 186os; he also found many unfit, badly repaired and overcrowded 
houses in which mortality figures were still very high. Page bluntly stated: "any changes 
in the house accommodation, habits or occupation of the people have been too trifling 
and too unimportant to be worthy of discussion". The high infant mortality and large 
number of scarlet fever cases in the 1870s was, in Page's opinion, the result of poor 
dwellings and he believed it was too late to begin large-scale closures of unhealthy 
houses because the situation was "beyond summary action". If a professional like Page 
in a small county town the size of Kendal could come to such a depressing conclusion 
about the housing problem, considerable doubt must be cast on the truth of the optimistic 
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statements made by the Conservative Home Secretary, Richard Cross, and his colleagues 
in the 1875 parliamentary session when a national house clearance and rebuilding scheme 
was placed on the statute book. Page wanted to see better houses with better designs, 
however long the project took to introduce — no other approach in his eyes would 
succeed. Page's report was the first official indictment, following several private criticisms 
of the Kendal working-class housing — the forces of prejudice, ignorance and self-interest 
were at last to be challenged and the Kendal Medical Officer of Health voiced his dislike 
of the bickering, obstructiveness and neglect which had typified the early years of sanitary 
administration in the town.146  

Hoggarth, the Conservative councillor, had been able to carry the case for sanitary 
inaction as a representative of the "respectable conspiracy-fearing school of thought" 
when he stated that the need to introduce the 1848 Public Health Act was unnecessary; 
an act brought into force in the town "by canvassing after dark and obtaining signatures 
under false pretences". Hoggarth was unequivocal in his view that Kendal had no 
unprincipled speculators building insanitary dwellings for poor people along undrained 
streets.147  Facts proved otherwise. In 1832 some local tradesmen were able to prove to 
their own satisfaction that the cholera epidemic was not a serious threat to the town's 
trade because no one was ill from the disease — all the cases having been fatal up to that 
date! 148  Other more serious attempts to thwart physical improvements in the town came 
in the I 86os when Cornelius Nicholson, Kendal's leading antiquarian, wrote a well-
argued account of the sanitary advances achieved in the town whilst neglecting to mention 
in any detail the state of the workers' houses most vulnerable to infectious disease.149  
Hoggarth and Nicholson must have had some knowledge of the unhealthy districts in 
their town; it was also acceptable and not unusual for Victorians to recognize the presence 
of poverty and disease among the working-class and to blame the working-class for 
their own sorry plight or to explain the evil away by reference to natural and divine 
circumstances. And yet the two men did not choose to adopt either of these positions. 
The misrepresentation of facts was a ploy to influence public opinion. In Kendal an 
open and wanton disregard of the health and well-being of the workforce would have 
been an unwise and politically unsophisticated step which was not in keeping with the 
town's oligarchic paternalist policy. 

The strength and diversity of the Kendal manufacturing middle-class and its power 
to restrict effective social action harmful to its interests can be studied in Whitwell's 
life. Whitwell not only had an energetic municipal career, he also worked for dozens of 
voluntary causes — as a Sunday-school Superintendent and teacher, a Parish Church 
member, a Justice of the Peace, a Burial Board member since 1865, a founder member 
of the Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and Archaeological Society in 1866, 
a member of the Kendal Literary and Scientific Institutions since the 183os, of the 
Kendal Natural History and Science Society since 1865, a President of the Mechanics 
Institute, a prominent mason, a Lieutenant-Colonel in the Volunteer Rifle Corps, a 
President of the town Chamber of Commerce (and later a President of the Associated 
Chambers of Commerce of the United Kingdom). Several of these posts were honorary, 
others were of apparently limited value, yet all were part of a network of social, political 
and economic contacts and control. Firstly through the Church, Burial Board, Board of 
Guardians and the Magistrates' Bench, Whitwell came into contact with the distressed, 
deprived and criminal members of the labouring class; through the Mechanics Institute 
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and local educational societies he came into contact with the artisan and "respectable" 
poor: to these people Whitwell showed a concern for social reform and social justice. 
Secondly, through the Masonic groups, Rifle Corps, Chamber of Commerce and Liberal 
Party, Whitwell committed himself to the maintenance of certain economic, social and 
political values which frequently clashed with the demands for social reform. It can be 
seen that Whitwell had two different cornerstones to his political philosophy: each 
provided a way of assessing housing need but the values of the second group always 
over-rode the interests of the first and this meant that Whitwell and the class of which 
he was a typical member could always produce "acceptable" housing policies. 

Local opinion could be "educated" by the use of local institutions under the control 
of the commercial interest; the Kendal Literary and Scientific Society subscribed to The 
Builder and Building News, journals designed to inform those interested in house 
building and architectural developments.15o James Cropper, a Liberal manufacturer like 
Whitwell, read a paper to the Literary Society on "The History and Condition of the 
Labouring Classes" describing the wretched homes of the labourer in rural south 
England, conclusions which emphasized the good fortune of the Kendal artisan in his 
"decent" home.151  The Kendal Mechanics Institute was another opinion-making and 
distributing centre and when chairman between 1866 and 1874, Whitwell corresponded 
on behalf of the Institute with two leâding housing reformers — Sir James Kay-Shuttle-
worth and his son, Ughtred. Sir James donated a copy of his work on "Social Problems" 
to the Institute library.152  These developments and other contacts, notably those made 
by Cropper with Charles Kingsley and Octavia Hill working in the London slums,153  
in conjunction with local press coverage of working-class housing experiments in large 
industrial cities,154  meant that the Kendal community in the third quarter of the 
nineteenth century was far from isolated in its knowledge of the ideas prevalent in the 
national housing reform circles. 

The Kendal Natural History and Science Society became a forum for local sanitary 
debate when a series of lectures were given in 1866 on Health and Hygiene. One lecture 
in particular, delivered by Archdeacon Cooper, once again exposed the dismal state of 
many labourers' cottages and the paucity of constructive housing solutions in Kenda1.155  
Cooper used his pastoral experiences in Cambridge and Kendal to add weight to his 
pronouncements in On Healthy Homes156  and he succeeded in prompting a hitherto 
lethargic John Whitwell into action. At the beginning of 1866, Whitwell had been happy 
to use his Local Board of Health lodging-house inspection work as the main municipal 
weapon against inferior housing and even this action had followed a hiatus in the lodging 
campaign of several years.157  With the news of Cooper's growing pre-occupation with 
the domestic housing scene, Whitwell acted: at a meeting of the Kendal Cottage Building 
Society, he suddenly announced a grave shortage of suitable working-class homes in the 
town, a fact apparently unknown to all concerned before February 1866.158  Cooper, in 
his lecture, then showed that the Kendal dwellings' shortage was far worse than in his 
former Cambridge town parish; the answer therefore required a major clearance and 
rebuilding plan for the town centre.159  The combination of slum clearance and new 
housing projects in the same scheme, was not restricted to cities like Liverpool and 
Glasgow in the I 86os; it was part of many provincial reformers' vocabularies.160  Arch-
deacon Cooper was more scientific and more far-sighted in the housing sector than his 
politically-inspired colleagues (although the practical implications of the clergyman's 
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policies were disappointing); he recognized that the whole town would benefit from a 
rational rather than a philanthropic or emotional housing policy, an opinion he supported 
by the evidence of the London commercial and philanthropic groups, by medical 
evidence on overcrowding and model dwellings. Cooper believed in a comprehensive 
movement capable of coping with all working-class poverty, not just the housing 
problem, at a time when capitalists and philanthropists were avoiding the whole poverty 
question as one incapable of resolution.161  Cooper's credibility in Kendal was 
strengthened by his ownership of model dwellings in Cambridge. Support for a publicized 
new idea came quickly and merchants, manufacturers, politicians and other clergymen 
praised Cooper's analysis. One local newspaper then "discovered" Kendal possessed one 
of the worst records in the north of England for badly-built and badly-maintained 
houses. 162 

Whitwell's response to the impact of Cooper's ideas was to continue his own work 
with the Building Societies, one of the least controversial and least effective Victorian 
remedies for the housing problem.163  Sir John Walsham had recognized the early value 
of the Building Society for Westmorland in housing the skilled worker but he had 
thought only a Building Act could guarantee better houses and better health for the 
masses.164  Later supporters of building societies were less realistic and showed a 
misplaced faith in the capacity of such societies to house the ordinary labourer: misplaced, 
or astute complacency perhaps. The Kendal reformers initially believed the building 
societies would allow the workers in the £4 to £5 a year rental bracket to move up into 
the vacated £7 to £8 a year houses; houses vacated by clerks, overseers and managers in 
the £15 to £20 a year rental category who would use the building societies to acquire 
better homes.165  These hopes remained unfulfilled because wages were far too low for 
the labourer to pay higher rents on houses left by the better-paid in their move to better 
houses; instead, the workers crammed into the existing inadequate dwellings.166  Only 
the very well paid skilled worker could be sure of getting a good home through building 
society channels. Whitwell seemed to ignore the building society movement in the 1840 
period167  but in the I 86os he became a trustee of the Kendal and District Benefit Building 
Society168  and a President of the Cottage Benefit Building Society;169  the shares of both 
these societies were well beyond the pocket of all but the craftsmen and small traders. 
The cultural barriers, too, against a workman joining a society controlled and patronized 
by employers were powerfu1.170  The Kendal Building Society aimed at the £12 to £20 

per year rental house, with £30 shares at a minimum 25. 6d. a month contribution;171  
this society failed and so did the Kendal and District Land and Building Society.172  

Over a 4o year period, George Gaskell, an early housing reformer, found very little 
improvement in Kendal's desperate need for cottages: the home of the industrious artisan 
in the 186os was to Gaskell as deplorable as it had been in the 183os and 18205. Low 
wages and low rents prevented adequate investment returns being achieved to attract 
capital away from other more profitable areas of speculation over a long period.173  
Whitwell in some way admitted his errors when in 186o he stated that the town had a 
major shortage of labourers' houses despite the very sound financial conditions of the 
Cottage Building Society: a Society intended to solve the very crisis that existed — in 
other words, the middle-class lender and borrower reaped the benefits of an institution 
designed to help a working-class it never reached. Whitwell's remedy for the 186o 
housing shortage was tautological: "to give better and more healthy accommodation in 
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dwelling houses for the people at large" .174  The sentiments were of little value without 
the 'means to achieve them. James Cropper made a more practical public proposal to 
raise wages in order to allow the workforce to pay higher rents for healthy homes but 
again few employers implemented the idea.175  Whitwell sat on the House of Commons 
Select Committee on the Building Societies in 1874, or rather, he was a member of that 
committee but never attended a single meeting and so forfeited one chance either to 
develop, alter or criticize building society legislation.176  

The opportunity to make an individual and real contribution to the housing require-
ments of small numbers of working people came most easily to the large manufacturer; 
yet it was often the less prosperous person who did most. Whitwell was a wealthy man 
and his company showed an interest in building workers' homes and he neglected the 
subject. The Whitwell Carpet and Rug Manufacturing firm at Dockwray Hall Mills 
owned thirteen cottages in 1861 and fifteen in 1879 — then valued at a total of 
£1,238 1os. od. — which the Company let at rents ranging from £3 Ios. od. to £7 a year. 
These cottages were well-maintained and in the 186os and 187os kitchen ranges and 
proper drainage schemes were added.177  There were established reasons by this time for 
a firm to invest in workers' cottages: the houses were situated close to the factory, thereby 
ensuring good attendance even in adverse conditions, they appealed to the industrious 
labourer, they allowed the owner to exert the necessary social and political control 
("necessary" for high, constant, production and social stability). Whitwell owned only 
one cottage personally which he rented to a widowed dressmaker for Is. IId. a week178  
and he seems to have had no interest in the management of labourers' houses. This was 
not the case with several other large manufacturers who owned a number of workers' 
cottages but whose motives for such landlordship were unclear: perhaps to help the 
labourer find decent, reasonable accommodation, perhaps to manage an inheritance or 
investment.179  The local commercial group in the town was again represented by 
Whitwell in the I 86os and 187os and, in a theoretical sense, showed some interest in 
solving housing problems. The Association of Chamber of Commerce of the United 
Kingdom brought Whitwell into contact with Samuel Morley, M.P., with whom he 
later introduced Parliamentary housing bills, and James Hole the Leeds and London 
housing reformer. All three of these men saw the connection between education and 
social improvement in the struggle to get better houses but only Hole, as J. F. C. 
Harrison's useful study of the man shows, had the initiative and conviction to apply the 
"sociological" and economic approach to housing and so work on the wider practical 
social requirements of the working-class which encompassed the housing movement.180  
Whitwell remained firmly entrenched in the Liberal and not the socialist camp: in 1874, 
the Leeds Chamber of Commerce moved a motion, accepted by the National Association 
executive committee, to improve land transfer methods and allow working people to 
invest funds more easily in house building on new sites. This idea had first been mooted 
in 1868 and again in 1873 by Whitwell; Lord Cairns the Lord Chancellor, received a 
memorial on the subject from the National Association181  and Whitwell introduced the 
concept into his Labourers' Cottages Bill and Working Men's Dwellings Bill, 1847. The 
attempt to simplify land transfer procedures like the Building Society work, cannot be 
recognized as a serious attack on the major housing problem by Whitwell: it was an 
ameliorative and limited action, unlikely to arouse middle-class hostility on any great 
scale. 
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The career of Whitwell as Liberal M.P. for Kendal Borough demonstrates the man's 
restrained attitude to social reform (he was, it must also be emphasized, more active and 
"radical" than many of his colleagues on social issues but what I am concerned with 
here is the gap between the knowledge and understanding of a problem and the remedies 
suggested). In the 1868 Parliamentary election at Kendal, the Conservative Press praised 
Whitwell's local dedication, local adaptabilities and versatile energies; compliments 
more effusive than might have been expected from that quarter but the Kendal Conserva-
tives had no candidate of their own and they disliked the Whig, George Glyn, the Kendal 
M.P. before 1868. Whitwell was, in his way, adaptable and energetic; he made the right 
speeches to attract the new voters and in contrast to many M.P.s he then pursued the 
points he had raised in his election addresses within Parliament. On the campaign 
platform and in the Commons, Whitwell spoke about education, public health, trade 
unions, and housing, perceiving: "it was no longer a Parliament sent by a select few, it 
was no longer a class parliament and its legislation must not be for classes but for the 
greater number of people in England".182  Whitwell knew whose economic interests he 
really represented and his speeches touched upon but did not pursue the difficulties in 
social questions requiring resolution — efforts to avoid class legislation all too often 
precluded effective action on behalf of the poorest class. Between 1868 and 1875 Whitwell 
spoke in favour of more elementary education, more efficient and reliable friendly 
societies, better landlord and tenant laws, improved savings banks and an efficient local 
government; in all these cases he maintained the enlightened middle-class Victorian 
balance of reform and restraint. The debate on the 1872 Public Health Bill (number 48) 
illustrates the careful course Whitwell steered: he welcomed controls over river and lake 
pollution but he did not wish to see unreasonable pressure exerted on the trade of 
manufacturers, otherwise the aims of the bill would mysteriously but rightly be sabotaged 
by business abuse. The desire to avoid harsh constraints on industrial processes was 
understandable in a successful carpet manufacturer in the Lake District. The same 
pattern of thought and equivocation materialized in Whitwell's speeches on Trade Union 
control and the ballot as well as on housing. Where housing controls were not directly 
detrimental to Whitwell's class interests amore positive "advanced' line was taken — for 
instance Whitwell supported the closure of unfit cottages in Ireland, the extension of 
security of tenure to Irish labourers in an effort to raise housing standards and so reduce 
the high Irish immigration to England.183  Kendal had a significant Irish population 
living in its poorer quality houses. 

Party politics played a very small part in Parliamentary housing debates. MacCoby 
has represented the 186os as a period when radical pressure was responsible for bringing 
social questions into the arena of practical politics and there is some evidence for this 
view when the speeches of liberal candidates like J. S. Mill, J. Passmore Edwards and 
John Whitwell are examined: these politicians all referred — in 1886 — to the badly-built 
and overcrowded dwellings of the poor. However, the case is not conclusive and the 
whole subject requires more detailed research. Many Liberals, Whigs and Conservatives 
had a particular individual interest in housing which went back to the 184os and 185os — 
men like Lord Shaftesbury, Lord John Manners, A. F. Kinnard, J. Dunlop, Torrens, 
Waterlow, S. R. Graves — and as D. A Hamer has shown, the Liberal party in the mid-
18705, the time when Parliament was engaged in its first major housing debate, lacked 
a general philosophy or system of politics and contained numerous different schools of 
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thought. Only when the Liberal Imperialists tried to re-assert the need for "a new 
Liberal Ideology based on a constructive policy of social reform" from the 188os did 
housing play any real part in official Liberal policy, according to Dr Matthety.184  In so 
far as housing involved the M.P. of the 1860s and I 870s, Whitwell was a second rank 
member: he supported safeguards for the labourers threatened with homelessness by the 
improvement schemes:185  he wanted greater freedom for Scottish tenants to build 
labourers' cottages where necessary;186  he believed in stronger legislation to ensure better 
homes for the Irish labouren.187  In 1873 Whitwell introduced the already mentioned 
Labourers' Cottages Bill188  with Wren-Hoskyns; a minor enabling measure (which did 
not reach the statute book) connected to the earlier Kendal Fell Trust Act proposals of 
1861. In 1874 Whitwell found unacceptable suggestions made in parliament on the 
expenditure of Government money, to help local authorities build workers' houses on 
cleared town sites.189  The 1874 election witnessed the appearance of what the Kendal 
Conservative press described as the "radical" Whitwell19° campaigning for the same 
land transfer laws to ensure working-class loyalty to the established order of society by 
the creation of a property-owning workforce and not to solve the housing problem 
because it was an unjust and lethal social evil. The work of Rhodes, Gaskell, Cooper 
and Page in revealing Kendal's unsatisfactory housing was pushed into the background 
or, more correctly, into the back streets and up the Fellside, to be replaced by the ever- 
present desire for social stability. Whitwell wanted a social reform kept within the line 
drawn by his definition of local self-government: a definition which rejected any form 
of intrusive law-making, dangerous to his class interests.191  In Kendal between 185o 
and 188o the working-class housing conditions did not properly respond to the mild 
social reforms designed to relieve them.192  

The years 1874 and I 88o were ones of slow sanitary progress for Kendal and a halt 
occurred on the town's housing front. In 1874 Whitwell had introduced his Working 
Men's Dwellings Bill into the House of Commons: this measure was identical in principle 
to the 1873 Labourers' Cottages Bill and emphasized the acquisition of Corporation land 
for use as private enterprise building sites.193  Cross, the Conservative Home Secretary 
believed all such measures were beneficial and so approved of Whitwell's Bill providing 
it did not infringe the laws of political economy. Shaftesbury agreed to move the Bill in 
the Lords, as a favour to Whitwel1194  but recognized the limited nature of the Bill would 
not solve the large-scale needs of the urban working-class,195  although the degree to 
which it added to working-class comfort would add in a corresponding degree to state 
stability. The Bill proved to be of little value when it was passed, despite the support 
of illustrious politicians. The Kendal press either ignored the passage of their own M.P.s 
Act completely or feared it as "a piece of class legislation favouring the working-class" 
at the same time as they emphasized the need for the national improvement of working-
class houses.196  To these opinion-makers Whitwell was indeed a radical: it is a reflection 
of the hostility generated by some middle-class groups to reform that the very limited 
1874 Act should have aroused heavy criticism in Kendal. The Builder made an objective 
appraisal of the Act with praise for its concise schedules and no comment on its weak 
powers.197  Kendal Council never adopted Whitwell's Act in the M.P.'s lifetime. In 1866 
the Town Council had proposed selling some cottage sites but enthusiasm waned, the 
idea was dropped and not revived until 1874;198  then the press had suggested using the 
council sale of the Aynam land as a means of implementing the Whitwell Act;199  the 
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Council agreed but became confused by the Act's powers and, after Whitwell arrived 
too late at the meeting discussing the question, the proposal lapsed. No specific clause 
to build cottages on the Aynam land was suggested. Whitwell's inability to persuade his 
town council to use the 1874 Act was less a case of the prophet rejected in his own land 
but more an example of weak legislation, low housing priorities in the borough and an 
ageing M.P. The Mayor in 1875, Samuel Rhodes, approached the Treasury with a 
request to sell land at Finkle Street, Little Aynam and Great Aynam, to which the 
Treasury agreed provided a reserve price was reached but no mention was made about 
the specific use of this land for working-class dwellings.2°° 

The environmental state of Kendal in the 187os was not good. Typhoid occurred in 
unfit dwellings during 1873 and 1874;201  in 1875 the council discovered more unhealthy 
houses in large numbers,202  and the Press believed the town required as great and as 
urgent an improvement in the condition of its workers' dwellings.  as the large towns.2°3  
In 1874 Matthew de Rome, a leading member of the town's building society movement 
and an established Estate Agent, was summonsed for owning unfit houses; whilst cellar 
dwellings still existed on the Fellside.204  In 1875 a national public debate began on the 
need to extend Government powers to reduce the size of the housing problem. In Kendal 
the Council sold land to pay back several debts but remained inactive when inferior 
housing was criticized. Page, the Medical Officer of Health found the urban situation 
ominous205  and yet the Town Council persisted in leaving discussion of housing to 
subordinate Committees and concentrated its time on civic and agricultural matters — 
the town clock, the construction of the town hall, the town market, the railways, the 
rates and the cattle plague.206  The condition of the town's working-class could not 
compete with the civic pride and business pursuits of the Town Councillors. Between 
1862 and 1877 the local sanitary authority applied for and received loans of £1,210 for 
street improvements, paving and flagging and £17,800  for sewage works from the 
Government;207  these were very important elements in raising health standards but they 
tended to help the trade of the town more so than the poorer inhabitants who still 
continued to live in the worst-drained, paved and housed districts and streets. National 
housing controls did increase with the Public Health legislation of the 187os and much 
more could have been done by the Borough, although powers were still limited and 
housing provision restricted to individuals and groups or recalcitrant local authorities; 
none of these bodies could possibly answer the great housing shortage facing them. The 
1875 Artisans' and Labourers' Dwellings Improvement Act (the Cross Act), introduced 
after agitation from the Royal College of Physicians and Charity Organization Society 
and the partially successful precedents of housing projects in Glasgow, Edinburgh and 
Liverpool, was too permissive to succeed. Whitwell supported the Cross Bill's restriction 
to large towns, thereby excluding Kendal from the chance of using it, on an unfulfilled 
promise from Cross to introduced a separate bill covering small town housing. The one 
positive step by the Kendal M.P. in the debate on the Cross Bill was to introduce "a 
provision of the Land Clauses Act, which enables persons to take lands" and even this 
he did not wish to make compulsary unless "absolutely necessary".208  

The division between progressive local opinion and the entrenched unresponsive 
attitude adopted by Whitwell on housing is clearly shown in the local discussion on the 
Cross Act and indicates the advances made in the town beyond that M.P.'s position of 
gradual, paternal, reform. The liberal Kendal Times printed an editorial which supported 
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state intervention if it would help the working-class householder and correctly believed 
the Cross Act was likely to advance: "with very timid steps to attack a fortress against 
which only sheer boldness will avail anything".209  The independent Westmoreland 
Journal recognized that "anything tending to diminish existing evil was a step in the 
right direction" on housing but the omens for the Cross Act did not seem good to the 
paper.210  The Liberal Kendal Mercury made an even stronger polemical assault on the 
Act, describing it as: "one of those specimens of permissive legislation of which the 
Government is so fond which are hardly worth the time expended in their discussion". 
At this time of local and national concern with inadequate working-class housing, 
Whitwell addressed a meeting of the Kendal School of Science and Art "on aesthetics", 
remarking on the desirablility of introducing taste and art into working-class cottage 
architecture for the moral benefits gained by the tenant: laudable sentiments but not an 
urgent or practical plan.2n Whitwell continued to ignore the new thinking in housing, 
so critical of half-measures and remedies that had failed; instead, he carried on a 
fragmented, diligent pursuit of Kendal interests dominated by political sensitivity and 
social conscience. In the years immediately before his death, Whitwell helped the town 
in its transactions with the Treasury by advocating the use of the Kendal Town Surveyor 
to value land which was about to be purchased instead of going through a long series of 
Treasury appeals and a special Treasury enquiry on the subject.212  Whitwell also worked 
to increase the number of competent sanitary staff available to the community.213  Apart 
from these efforts the town remained in a state of suspended housing animation and 
when James Cropper became the new Liberal M.P. on Whitwell's death, he continued 
the worn-out ideas, discredited by the press, with fresh vigour. 

This study, in conclusion, supports the view that the Victorians sought neither a 
definition of housing needs nor an application of practical housing standards to their 
formulation of social policy; class, not ignorance explains this fact because, as the Kendal 
history shows, the town was aware of its 19th century deficiency. Such an analysis does 
not preclude other recent interpretations of the period, rather it helps make sense of 
them. For instance, Ashworth's opinion that "to the improvement of working-class 
housing, numerous agencies, both public and private, addressed themselves, at first and 
for many years intermittently and only on a very small scale, then gradually more and 
more comprehensively"214  is consistent with the growing responsiveness of the nation 
to working-class power. The Medical inspectors at the Privy Council Medical Department 
during the 186os began to supply the necessary factual evidence for a coherent and 
extensive housing policy but at that time the effects of a diffusion of ideas, as Professor 
Tarn has shown,215  provided too much for the unifying forces: the reason for the power 
and multiplicity of the old ideas lay in the strength of the middle-class. Even in 1833, 
John Conolly, a former Professor of Medicine at London University, had proposed the 
establishment of County Natural History Societies to collate material on the housing 
and health of the nation.216  The suggestion was ignored although it embodied many 
Victorian principles — selfhelp, local autonomy, no extra Government expenditure — at 
a time when the work of the statistical societies in Manchester, London, Sheffield, 
Liverpool and Bristol had revealed the dimensions of social distress in industrial and 
urban centres. The Kendal Natural History Societies reported only sporadically on 
health and housing but whenever they did so the town could not avoid a fresh re-
appraisal of its housing policy and at least some sign of dissatisfaction. Action against 
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housing which contravened the health regulations was not unknown in Kendal but again 
the vagrant, not the influential landlord, was most diligently pursued and most frequently 
and heavily prosecuted.217  Alice Palmer brings out one element of Kendal Local 
Government when she states that the leading citizens were bounded in "by the limitations 
of the concept of the role, local government lacked reserves of public money, and only 
limited experience, and could not command an organized, efficient bureaucracy as we 
know today in municipal affairs" .218  These were the technical problems facing the town, 
created by the fundamental issues of the economic and social structure and, within their 
own terms and the bounds of their own resources, the Kendal housing bodies made only 
limited housing and public health advances. 

Whitwell symbolized the failure of the town to cope with its social problems and its 
refusal to admit defeat: he was "identified not merely with all its (Kendal's) struggles 
for Liberal principles, for the freedom of the slave, for reform, for education, for all 
that is best and most wholesome in politics, but also with its local improvements, its 
institutions, its building societies and the welfare of individuals — often beyond the 
reach of any institutions, however wide and comprehensive".219  This eulogy hides the 
blemishes of the Victorian society Whitwell represented and illustrates the inability of 
the town's political élite to recognize that their best and most wholesome politics 
excluded any serious consideration of real solutions to the housing problems endured 
by the poor. By 1875 at the very time some of the local press were challenging the old 
assumptions on housing, the Liberal oligarchy had its position most clearly worked out: 
individual involvement in philanthropic, self-help, housing projects, was acceptable, 
restricted local government action controlled by the ratepayer was desirable, the Building 
Society contribution was important, the provision of dwellings for one's workforce 
beneficial, the production and support of housing legislation obeying the law of political 
economy correct. This "code" did not take into account the most important element 
needed to remove the flaws in the housing policies: poverty alleviation — as Cooper and 
later Simon came to admit: "The question of making working-class housing decent must 
necessarily rest in great part on how far poverty can be turned into non-poverty, how 
far the poor can be made less poor".22° The Kendal response to housing needs did not 
involve an understanding of this fact because many middle-class attitudes and apathy 
tended to be excusable while working-class ignorance and poverty tended to be culpable. 

There was a genuine involvement in the community by the Kendal middle-class but 
when circumstances highlighted the failure of their policies, the politicans' faith in social 
amelioration was not shaken but simply avoided those things inconsistent with the 
established social vision and existing public effort. 
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