
WHAT WE WOULD HAVE SEEN….. 

if we had been able to visit Hitchin Priory on 2
nd

 August. 

The Priory is one of the most recognised buildings within the town’s historic 

centre. As such many of us think we know something of its history – it has 

medieval origins; it is the home of monks (and sometimes of nuns to give added 

spice); it is connected to several town centre locations by secret tunnels; and it is, 

as the long term home of the Delmé-Radcliffes, the nearest thing that Hitchin 

came to have as a ‘Big House’.    

Yet the long history of ‘the Priory’ is more complicated than this routine outline 

suggests as our tour of the house would have explained through some of the 

things that we can still see and some of those that we have to imagine but for 

which evidence exists.  

We do not know if there was a building on the Priory site before the Carmelite 

friars were established there in 1317. Hitchin’s first medieval monastic house 

was probably quite modest and only a small portion of visible building work – the Cloisters – from that time 

survives. It is difficult to decipher the layout of the early Priory; its church may well lie beneath the prominent 

18
th
 century extension that today overlooks the Priory Park, with monastic service buildings stretching beyond. 

We can be sure, however, that there were no secret tunnels and no nuns. The friary remained a small and poor 

foundation; it had only five brothers at the time of its Dissolution, in 1538, during King Henry VIII’s break 

with Rome.  

The Priory, after being empty for a while, was 

reincarnated as an upmarket boys’ school by 

Ralph Radcliffe of Jesus College, Cambridge.  

In 1546 Ralph bought the building and grounds 

and the school was soon on its way to becoming 

a family house as well. The Radcliffes were an 

enterprising and hard working family and in the 

early 18th century engaged in trade making 

significant sums of money in the Levant in 

wool, silks and spices.  

Much of what we see of the Priory today is the 

result of major refurbishment and extension 

financed through John Radcliffe’s trading 

wealth in the 1770s. This included the Adam 

style wing overlooking the Park and the 

remodelled interiors, although there are some reminders of the much older building if you know where to look.   

Further important refurbishments took place in the 1920s and 1980s but these have essentially preserved the 

18
th
 century reworking of the older building. The Radcliffes gave up the house in the 1960s after over four 

hundred years of occupation. Today the Priory earns its living as a hotel, conference and events centre and we 

are very grateful to Chartridge Venues and their manager Sue Waite for permission to explore the building. 

We hope very much to rearrange our visit for the Programme in 2021.  
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