
WHAT WE WOULD HAVE SEEN……...if we could have accompanied Nafisa Sayany 

on her guided walk ‘Gaping Hills Lane: a foot in town and country’ on 30
th
 May. 

We noted in April how Hitchin has an array of 

fascinating townscapes. Nafisa’s walk explores 

another distinctive suburban area but one very 

different from Wymondley Road, whose origins 

lay in the late Victorian and Edwardian period.  

At its core Gaping (originally Gaping Hills) 

Lane, to the north west of the town centre, still 

follows the line of an ancient track to part of 

what were Hitchin’s open fields.  Nafisa has 

lived in the area for over twenty years and wrote 

a fascinating chapter on it for Discovering More 

About Hitchin published in 2018; her work 

underlines how important it is to look closely at 

where you live in order to understand how it has 

come to be what it is today. 

As Hitchin’s population grew rapidly in the first half of the nineteenth century the area around Gaping 

Lane was soon changed. First came the division of some of the field plots into smaller units providing 

new allotments and gardens for inhabitants in the increasingly overcrowded town centre; some of these 

allotments – the work of The Hitchin Society for Bettering the Condition of the Poor - survive today.  

Next came the gradual covering of other field plots with new housing and even some industry such as a 

small ironworks.  

Initially, development of the area – focused on a 

new road called Bedford Street -  was in the 

hands of  William Braund, manager of the 

Hitchin bank which is today Barclays.  He 

auctioned twenty six plots in 1852 which meant 

that no one landowner or builder came to 

dominate, so building was gradual and 

piecemeal. This can be seen in the almost 

higgledy-piggledy layout with the new streets 

and lanes being fitted into existing patterns of 

land ownership plus the fact that the houses 

differ in style, position, size, date and even 

building techniques; Nafisa’s own home – part 

of a terrace dating to the 1880s - is a very 

unusual type of cast concrete construction, even 

including some internal fixtures such as fireplace 

surrounds.   

The local Gaping Hills Lane story also involves some well known Hitchin names and characters: 

landowners were the Wilsheres and the Pyms; developers included John Gatward the ironmonger, George 

Jeeves the builder, James Hack Tuke the Quaker 

banker, Edwin Logsdon of the Sun Inn and Hitchin 

Fire Brigade and Joseph Jackson of the auctioneers’ 

business. And today, after over a century and a half of 

change and redevelopment, it is still possible to 

explore this area with a foot starting in the town off 

Bedford Road and ending in the country just beyond 

Lucas Lane. 

We hope very much that we will be able to rearrange 

the walk during 2021. 
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