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The restoration and extension of this important building in Fenton Street, which has lain so long 
derelict and unloved, is now under way. It seems a good opportunity to produce what is known 
of its history, including its connections with the architect Edmund Sharpe. 

The story begins in 1798 when the gardens of John Fenton Cawthorne's house at the top of Market 
Street (seen on the Mackreth map of 1778) were marked out in 26 lots for building and put up for 
sale. A plan survives in Lancaster Library, (PLl/108). Fenton Cawthorne was for several years 
MP for Lancaster and his town house was where the Post Office now stands, with long gardens 
running down behind it. His country estate, to which he moved, was Wyreside Hall, near Forton. 
The sale did not go well, for although David Cragg records in his diary for 16th September 1799 
'Fenton Street just beginning building the first house' it is clear that many lots remained unsold. 
They were put up again in 1824 and 1827. The lots were marked out on both sides of a new street 
called Fenton Street, which ran south from Market Street towards Mount Street (later High Street) 
which had been developed in the 1770s. The two were joined by a short dog-leg called Cawthorne 
Street, which contains the former National School for Girls, built in 1820. 

Fenton Cawthorne, was, with his solicitors Dowbiggin & Sharp, attempting to raise some money 
from the sale of the town estate, but it came at an unpropitious time, when few were interested in 
purchasing. The solicitors may have helped him out with ready cash, and thus gained an interest 
in some of the lots as collateral, hence the rather strange dealings in relation to lots 14-16. 

The Deeds of Fenton House start in 1800, obviously as a result of the 1798 sale. James Porteous, 
architect, otherwise unknown in Lancaster, looks like a speculative purchaser of three lots on which 
to build, but by 1804 he had sold out again without building, and had moved to Preston. Lots 14-16 
were offered by Fenton Cawthorne in 1824 (Lancaster Library, Pamphlet Box SlO) and again in 
1827 (Lancaster Gazette 27 /10/1827) but remained unsold, descending to Dowbiggin's daughter, 
who quickly sold them on to Thomas Inman, who already owned land on either side. Inman did 
not build on these lots, apparently using them as garden, and nothing happened until the architect 
Edmund Sharpe acquired the land in 1843. 

Sharpe is a most interesting character as he set up the architectural practice which was later to 
become Paley & Austin. The Deeds make it clear that he built Fenton House on the three plots of 
land, presumably to his own design, sometime between May 1843 and November 1848. The 
obituary of his son (Lancaster Library, Obituaries Scrapbook 1923-32, f28) states that he was born 
in Fenton Street in the house that his father built when he was Mayor (Oct 1847-0ct 1848). The 
house was clearly there by 1848 and it also appears on the OS 60' map, surveyed in 1845, so may 
have been begun as early as that. It is astonishingly old-fashioned in its way, having details which 
are entirely late Georgian, with no hint of Gothic. Interestingly, given the house's mayoral 
connections, there are traces of two brass fixings, one either side of the front door to enable halberds 
to be displayed there, the traditional way of demonstrating that the Mayor was 'at home'. 
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Given the bipartite design of the building, Sharpe may have designed it as a house for entertaining 
and an office, either for his architectural practice or for his many commercial enterprises. It is 
known he had an architectural office elsewhere in Lancaster for part of the period. He early divested 
himself of architectural commissions and became a railway contractor , as well as having an interest 
in the Phoenix Foundry in Lancaster. 

By 1861 Sharpe's railway interests had taken him to Llanrwst and he sold the house to Mrs Elizabeth 
Pritt, a wealthy widow. She subsequently added two plots of land to her garden on the south side. 
The house descended to Mrs Anna Pritt, who let it out to tenants. Her executors sold it in 1925 to 
Mr Wolstencroft, who quickly sold it on to Trustees for the North of England Commercial Section 
of TGWU. As offices and meeting-rooms, and later with bar, restaurant and flats, the house stayed 
with what was to become the Trades Council for sixty-five years until rising costs and falling 
revenue forced them to sell it in 1990 to Mardon McCoy, who also acquired No.6 Fenton Street as 
offices, and who still own it. 

Alterations made over the years make the building particularly difficult to unravel. It probably 
always had a dual function, expressed in its double pile and double fronted structure. The central 
octagonal hall is especially impressive, with its roof light and suspended staircase. It forms an 
independent stone tower within the house fabric. It may have been a feature designed to impress 
clients, while the northern canted wing on the west side seems designed to give broad views over 
the garden from its ground floor room. The southern wing seems somewhat meanly fenestrated in 
comparison. 

Deeds to Fenton House 

These Deeds are in possession of Mardon McCoy pie, who occupy the adjacent building and own 
the former Trades Hall. They are kept in two Deed packets and have at some time been numbered 
in date order. Some of the sequence are missing, but nothing of significance. Here I follow the 
pencilled number sequence. I am grateful to Mr Mark Donoghue for access to the Deeds. 

1. 13 Sept 1800. Feoffment of three plots of ground in Fenton St, Lancaster, Nos. 14,15 and 16. 
Between various London lawyers, John Dowbiggin of Lancaster gent and James Porteous of 
Lancaster architect. Refers to land granted previous year by trustees of John Fenton Cawthorne. 
Consideration £167. Bounded on north by a passageway and then No. 13, contracted to be purchased 
by John Baldwin, and on south by No. 17, contracted to be purchased by William Sanderson. [Plan 
on verso]. 

2. 11 February 1804. Feoffment. Conveyance of three plots of ground in Fenton Street in Lancaster 
Nos. 14, 15 and 16. James Porteous, late of Lancaster but now of Preston, builder, and Elinora his 
wife to John Dowbiggin of Lancaster gent and William Sharp of Lancaster gent. Consideration 
£371. [Plots still not built upon] [Although referred to as 'gents' Dowbiggin and Sharp were in 
partnership as lawyers] 

3. 14 February 1805. Mortgage. John Dowbiggin of Lancaster gent, William Sharpe of Lancaster 
gent, John Fenton Cawthorne of Wyreside Esq, Giles Bateson of Park House, Botton, Melling. JFC 
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borrows £1,200 from Giles Bateson on security of plots of land. [Suggests Dowbiggin purchase 
was a legal fiction, with him acting for JFC but holding property as a sort of mortgage]. Lots No. 
26, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 14, 15 and 16. Interest to be paid at the rate of 5% per annum. 

4. [Missing] 

5-6. 20 and 21 March 1829. Lease and Release. Miss Frances Susannah Isabella Dowbiggin late 
of Lancaster spinster and others to Thomas Inman of Lancaster and Silverdale Esq and another. 
Three plots of land in Fenton St. [Still not built upon]. Consideration £156. [Plan on verso] 

6a. 44 Geo III. Final agreement relating to lands of John Dowbiggin 

7. 5 May 1843. Statutory Declaration by John Webster that John Dowbiggin died about 1 August 
1825 

8. 8 May 1843. Release. Thomas Inman of Lancaster and Silverdale Esq and Elizabeth his wife 
to Edmund Sharpe of Lancaster architect. Plot of ground roughly 75 feet square on west side of 
Fenton Street in Lancaster. Consideration £350. [Plan on verso shows square of land made out of 
lots 15-7 with land of T Inman on either side] 

9. 15 November 1848. Transfer of mortgage. Rev. Charles Potter Dodson of Cockerham and others 
to Edmund Sharpe of Lancaster architect, John Langshaw of Bolton le Moors Esq and James Preston 
Fletcher of Prestolee near Bolton le Moors manufacturer. Sum of £1,000. Plot of land formerly in 
three parts together with messuage or dwelling house etc lately erected by Edmund Sharpe. 

10. 1860. Extract from a Feoffment of 13 September 1800 

11. 1860. Abstract of title of Edmund Sharpe Esq to a messuage and premises in Fenton Street, 
Lancaster. Starts with deeds of 20-21 March 1829. 

Refers to deed of 12 June 1858 [10?] reconveying the property to Edmund Sharpe after he paid off 
the mortgage. 

• 12. 13 December 1861. Edmund Sharpe late of Lancaster but now of Coed y Celyn, Llanrwst to 
Mrs Elizabeth Pritt of the Greaves near Lancaster widow. Plot of land and messuage built thereon. 
Bounds given as north and south by gardens belonging to devisees of late Elizabeth Inman and 
west by a garden belonging to Samuel Hinde Esq. House erected by Edmund Sharpe and lately 
occupied by him and by Capt. Thornhill as tenant. Consideration £1,000. 

13. [Missing] 

14. 19 December 1861. Statutory Declaration by John Beckett relating to his memory of the layout 
of land and houses in Meeting House Lane and Fenton Street fifty years before. 
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15. 1861. Abstract of title of Samuel H Hinde Esq to pieces of land behind Fenton Street in 
Lancaster sold to Mrs Pritt. Starts with deeds of 13-4 Feb 1832, assignees of Dilworth & Co's 
Bank (bankrupt) to Samuel Hinde and Samuel Simpson. Refers back to will of Joseph Sharples 
farrier 1814. Timothy Lawson considerably in debt to bank made over property to Dilworth & Co 
on 1Jan1824. Will of Samuel Hinde 15 March 1838 leaves to wife house garden etc called South 
Place. 

16. 24 Jan 1862. Conveyance. S H Hinde of Manchester Esq to Mrs Elizabeth Pritt of Lancaster 
widow. Plot of land behind Fenton Street. Consideration £100. [Plan on verso] 

17. 9 August 18 7 8. Conveyance. C G Hill Esq and others to Mrs Elizabeth Pritt. Piece of ground 
situated in Fenton Street. Refers to Mrs Inman leaving property to brother and wife [Burrow family], 
who now sell. Consideration £280. [Plan on recto] 

18. 1 October 1914. Lease for seven years. Mrs Anna I E Pritt to Mr H Jemmison and others. 
Rent £50. 

19. ? September 1922. Tenancy agreement. Mrs Anna I E Pritt to William Fort and James 
Hodkinson. Year to year. Rent £62.1 Os per annum. 

20. 1925. Abstract of title of reps of Mrs Anna Isabella E Pritt deceased to messuage known as 
Fenton House, Fenton Street. Starts at deed of 8 May 1843. 

21. 1925. Requisition of title. Pedder to Wolstencroft. 

22-3. [Missing] 

24. 1 December 1925. Mortgage. J Bell Esq and others to Trustees of N of England Commercial 
Section of the TGWU. For £600. Refers to deed of 13 Nov 1925 between John Wilson Pedder 
and the Mortgagors. 

[Subsequently many deeds referring to changes in Trustees of what became the Trades Council.] 

30 September 1982. Trustees of Trades Hall to Lancaster City Council. Trustees grant Council 
right of access from Fenton Street to Dallas Road car park in return for fifty square yards of Dallas 
Road car park. 

28 March 1990. Conveyance. Trustees of Trades Hall to Mardon McCoy plc. 
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