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Until the early 1950s, a traveller through the village of Homby would have seen a 
group of old buildings standing right in the middle of the main road and occupying the 
space between St Margaret's church on the east side and the Castle Hotel on the west, 
forcing the roadway to divide around it (SD 585 685). These were the so-called 'Spite 
Houses' and they formed the last remnants of a group which originally comprised 
shops, barns and the Town Hall. 

The idea of Hornby having a Town Hall seems odd today. It is not now a town, and 
why would it have anything as grandiose as this? Back in the Middle Ages, however, 
Hornby was a chartered seigneurial borough, which was at least an incipient town and 
may have had town-like qualities (White 1996, 127-8). By the seventeenth century, its 
pretensions as a borough were over, but it still had an important market and an inter
regional cattle fair, the latter of which drew drovers and butchers from far afield to 
sell or buy cattle on the hoof. In 1663, a Furness drover picked up political gossip 
about a plot from some Yorkshire chapmen whom he met there (Farrer 1912), while 
in 1764 a Lancaster butcher was robbed of all his money - more than £55 - at Caton 
Green, on his way to buy cattle at Homby Fair (Hewitson nd, 144). Even as late as 
1848, many of the passengers in the train severely damaged in an accident at Bay 
Horse Station were Preston butchers on their way to buy cattle at Hornby Fair (Anon 
1869, 312). In its heyday the Town Hall overlooked the market and fair and was used 
as a tolbooth for charging tolls on goods and cattle sold there or passing through on 
the days when markets and fairs were held. 

The Town Hall was demolished in 1853 (White 2008, 5-8) and the only surviving 
images of it are two drawings made from the south-west (Fig 1) and south-east (Fig 2) 
respectively the year before (Lancaster Reference Library nd, 18, 20) and another 
drawing of 1836 by Emily Sharp (Fig 3), sister of the architect Edmund Sharp 
(Lancaster City Museum nd). The Town Hall formed only the southern end of a long 
spine of buildings in the middle of the roadway, which looks like a classic case of 
encroachment on a market place, first of all by temporary booths and then permanent 
buildings. Such encroachments are commonplace and can be clearly seen in Skipton 
on the western side of Market Street, for instance. Both Preston and Lancaster can 
also show encroaching buildings, both public and private, in the same situation. 
Kendal had its own street-obstruction in the form of the New Biggin in Highgate, until 
its demolition in 1803 (Nicholson 1861, 122-4; Curwen 1900, 29-31). 

The outward appearance from these drawings is of an essentially seventeenth-century 
structure, not unlike, in a much lower-key way, Lancaster's contemporary Town Hall 
of 1671 (White 2003, ill 28, 31). What both buildings had, as did the New Biggin in 
Kendal, was an upper storey carried out on rather stubby stone cylindrical columns. 
At Hornby, little else is datable, except for the essentially stone structure, but a 
surviving artefact from the building is a date-stone of 1629 (White 2008, 7), which 
would well suit the date of this sort of composite structure. Another period feature of 
the Town Hall is the curious monopitched extension to the south-east (Fig 2), which 
might make sense as a covered staircase to the upper storey. 
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Figure 1: Drawing of Hornby Town Hall from the south-west 1852 (Lancaster 
Reference Library nd) 

Figure 2: Drawing of Hornby Town Hall from the south-east 1852 (Lancaster 
· Reference Library nd) 
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Figure 3: Sketch of Hornby Town Hall and St Margaret's church by Emily Sharp, 
1836 (Lancaster City Museum nd) 

A number of old buildings in Kendal are described as 'galleried' (Nicholson 1861, 
126), as if in some sort of comparison with Chester's Rows (Brown 1999, 59), but 
what they seem to have had were ground floor lock-up shops with the upper floors 
separately accessible by stairs from the ground floor. It may be that some sort of 
separation into floors and jettied construction over columns was a common feature of 
the local vernacular architecture, but the Chester Rows are different in that the upper 
floor has more or less continuous access, giving in effect an upper-level street. 

The southern elevation overlooking the market place (Figs 1, 2) was in fact a side 
elevation. The gables were east and west, the eastern side having a large chimney 
projection. Another chimney appears rising from the monopitch extension to the east. 
This curious building, if indeed it did house a staircase, also ran back quite a long way 
to the north, eventually engaging somewhat clumsily with the long range of buildings 
behind the Town Hall. The main part of the Town Hall had a conventional roof of 
large slabs, by 185 3, as seen in both drawings (Figs 1, 2), in a very poor state, with 
rigging stones over the gables. At the south end, however, there was a cat-slide roof 
extending over a gallery, itself carried on two bulgy Tuscan columns on very high 
square bases. This space underneath may well have provided shelter for market 
women with butter and eggs. The upper floor is ambiguously shown in the drawings. 
It may have been an open gallery originally, but appears to have been infilled with 
lath and plaster and a row of small casement windows. 

Little or nothing can be made of the range of buildings behind, other than a door with 
a rudimentary porch in the western side. It seems originally to have housed shops, 
three of which in the Survey of the 1580s were clustered around the market place area 
(Chippindall 1939, 32, 34). By 1848, this was a barn and cottages (LRO DRB 11110). 
This part survived the demolition of 1853, but again there are few illustrations to 
show how it looked. One or two photographs show a stone building with its gable end 
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to the south, the only feature in it being a blocked mullioned window with a datestone 
over, which was transferred to a bus-shelter at the side of the road on its demolition, 
and still survives (Alston 1994, 29, 34). The reduced building survived the War, 
despite the inconvenience of such a narrow road with wartime military traffic, and 
seems to have been demolished as late as 1953 (M Goth, personal communication). 
Apart from the datestone, the only survivor appears to be an oak door, taken in 1853 
from the Town Hall and now at Swallow's Nest Cottage in Melling. It is believed to 
have been rescued by Canon Grenside of Melling and bears (or bore) a framed verse 
on the rear, describing its rescue (Anon nd). 

In front of the Town Hall was Hornby' s market place, still recognizable by a distinct 
widening in the roadway and pavement between the church and the Castle Hotel. At 
its lower end is the entrance to the Old Rectory, dating from the rebuilding by Pudsey 
Dawson in the late 1840s (Garnett 1994, 90). Prior to this, however, the lower end of 
the market place met the main entrance to the Castle, accessed by a street known as 
Castlegate to the east, which had a number of houses on both sides. Only one plan 
seems to show this street (Fig 4), although it is mentioned frequently in documents. 
This map was drawn up to show a proposed route of a canal through Hornby and 
Wray in 1803, and is in the Castle Muniments. Although this plan must have been a 
pre-existing one, curiously, it does not show the buildings in the middle of the market 
place. 

Figure 4: Plan of Hornby in 1803 showing Castlegate and the market place (from the 
Hornby Castle Muniments with additional annotations by author) 

As the centre of the borough of Hornby, the market place also had a number of other 
features. These included the steps of the medieval market cross, the cross itself having 
fallen over in a gale at some time, the date of which is not recorded. The steps now 
support a War Memorial on the western side of the road. There was also a set of 
stocks placed north-south outside the Town Hall and close to the market cross, dating 
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from times when summary justice was carried out, especially on market days when 
maximum publicity for the crime could be extracted. These stocks were removed at 
the same time as the Town Hall was demolished, to improve the access to the former 
ballroom of the Castle Hotel (M Goth, personal communication), which was used 
between about 1852 and 1875 as Hornby Petty Sessional Court (Smith 1819-56). 
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