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Issue number 39 - July 2013 Registered Charity No. 280746 

The Newsletter is published twice yearly by Hitchin Historical Society, a registered charity dedicated to informing the public of the history 
of Hitchin and district, and undertaking research into the origins and development of buildings, organizations, crafts, trades and other aspects 
of historical interest, and to publish the results of such research. 

Interesting Visits Still to Come 
Sue Fisher, Joint Programme Secretary, reminds 
you of visits arranged for the remainder of this 
year. 
See writer Jeffrey Archer’s famous garden at 
Grantchester as well as learning more about war 
poet Rupert Brooke, who once lived at the Old 
Rectory himself. The Archers have kindly given 
permission for members of HHS to visit the garden 
after going to the Brooke Museum in the grounds of 
the Orchard Tea Rooms, which has remained 
unchanged for more than 100 years and serves 
delicious food. The trip will take place from 11am 
on Friday July 19 with booking starting on June 27.  
There are also trips to Luton Hoo for a guided tour 
and refreshments (Tuesday August 13, booking 
from July 18); Keith Fitzpatrick-Matthews’ tour of 
Hitchin (Sunday September 1) and a tour of the 
newly-re-opened Cecil Higgins Museum in Bedford 
(Thursday September 12) - booking opens for both 
trips from July 25. 
For booking arrangements, see Page 4. 

Benslow - A Hitchin History 
A production at the Market Theatre in conjunction 
with the Hitchin Festival. 
This  production  is  a  two  act  story  of  Miss  Sarah
Emily Davies’ determination to create, what was in 
essence, the first women’s college in 1869 at 
Benslow House, Hitchin (now Benslow Nursing 
Home). Although existing there for a just a few 
years before moving to Cambridge, and reopening 
as Girton College, its creation was without doubt 
historically important and educationally ground 
breaking. The play runs on the following dates in 
July: 12, 13, 17-20, 24-27; all at 7.30 pm.  
Copies of the HHS publication on this subject 
Pioneering Women – the history of Girton College in 
Hitchin by Val Campion (a terrific book, giving an 
insight into the young women’s lives at Benslow, and 
what became of many of them) are still available and 
will  be  on  sale  at  the  play.  If  you  have  not  yet
obtained your own copy (if not, why not? - Ed), now 
is the chance! 

NOTES AND NEWS 

Brian Limbrick MBE 
Terry Ransome, a Trustee of the Hitchin British Schools Trust, 
writes: 
Hitchin felt a great sense of loss when Brian Limbrick passed away 
in  early  May.  In  the  ten  years  I  knew  him  I  have  heard  him
described, more than once, as ‘Mr Hitchin’ and as one of Hitchin’s 
modern ‘Worthies’. 
Brian was a founder member of the Hitchin British Schools Trust in 
1990. Having attended the Queen Street Schools during the war 
years, Brian had come to realise the national importance of the old 
British School buildings. When he heard of the Jill Grey Collection 
Working Group, and the impending sale of the Schools, he 
galvanised Hitchin into action. The British Schools would become a 
museum of elementary education, and house the Jill Grey Collection. 
A simple solution; but not one that would immediately be obvious to 
the authorities until Brian got to work. 
That done, Brian set about founding the Association of Friends of the 
British Schools Museum and chaired its committee for many years. 
Later he became the Association’s President. Early this year he was 
also appointed as President of the Trust. 
He is also remembered across the region for his English dancing 
classes and as a founder member of the Staplers Country Dance 
group. He was also a founder of the Offley Morris Men. 
Locally, Brian was recognised by being elected President of Hitchin 
Forum. Further afield, his knowledge and passion led to helping to 
save and develop the Wilderspin National School Museum in 
Barton-upon-Humber – of which he was a patron. Nationally, in 
2003, he was recognised with the MBE for services to the history of 
elementary education.  

The funeral service for 
Brian in St Mary’s was 
a ‘full house’; more than 
200 joined the family in 
a reception in the 
Monitorial Schoolroom 
at his beloved Hitchin 
British Schools – the 
B r i t i s h  S c h o o l s  
Museum, which stands 
today as Br ian’s 
enduring legacy. Terry Ransome 
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The Hitchin Flyover Walk 
The final chance for the general public to have a close look at the new railway flyover, constructed to ease congestion at 
Cambridge Junction just north of Hitchin station, took place on Saturday May 11. 
Unfortunately  I  was  elsewhere  on  that  day  and  so  was  disappointed  to  miss  out  on  the  chance  to  participate  in  this  most  
interesting event. 
Fellow ferroequinologist Alan Collins did make it, and has provided the following report. 

A very interesting afternoon; it is not often that you get a chance to legally walk on Network Rail metals. After a short safety 
briefing we set off for our 6 km walk under darkening skies heading down the site towards the ramp giving axis to the 
embankment and then on to the track bed. Walking along the track with its brand new concrete sleepers we passed Automatic 
Warning System ramps and also Train Protection and Warning System equipment. One of the first things I noticed was the 
misprinted safety notices about the HV overhead lines! Walking towards Hitchin the route takes you close to the site of the old 
liquid gas plant once served by rail transport. After crossing the East Coast Main Line we descended the ramp close to the route 
of the old Bedford branch – ironic that some 50 years after its removal, rail is once again back. Another item of personal 
interest was the scrap yard that used to be E&S Metals; many a happy afternoon spent there removing parts from Mk 2 Cortinas 
in the late 1970s; not a car to be seen now, it is a metal recycling centre. The route back was under the viaduct through the 
fields, past the site of a Bedford Branch bridge parapet, back to the road and down in to the site for a well deserved mug of tea 
and a cake. As you can see from the pictures, the sky did proceed to dump large amounts of liquid sunshine on us as well as 
hailstones and thunder but no lightning; still, where else can you get all of that for a fiver?  
The walk was well worth the effort.    

With thanks to Alan for permission to use his report and photographs. 

The Flyover is Now in Use 

Final commissioning work on the flyover was completed in time for service train running on Tuesday June 25. The first public 
passenger train over the structure was the 13:57 to Letchworth (12:52 from Moorgate), on which I contrived to be. 
As the train was running a few minutes late this added interest, as it was stopped at Hitchin East Junction to permit another 
train (the 13:45 fast from Kings Cross to Kings Lynn), running on the ‘old route’, to precede it. 
A small party of First Capital Connect, Network Rail and possibly other organizations involved in the construction and operation of 
the flyover travelled in the front coach. An announcement was made on the train about the significance of the service. 

Alan Collins 

The new LED multi-aspect signal and 
‘feather’ (route indicator) located at the 
north end of Hitchin station down 
platform. The feather is showing that the 
road is set for the flyover. 

The 13:57 to Letchworth coasts to a stop 
in Hitchin station. 

Stopped at Hitchin East Junction, with 
the Kings Lynn train passing. 

        Editor 
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Hitchin Forum Footpath Survey – a Request for Help 

Over the summer, Hitchin Forum is conducting a survey of the town’s footpaths. Forum members are being asked to complete 
a checklist for each path, assessing a variety of features such as its attractiveness, maintenance and accessibility. 
There are two ultimate aims: 

To provide walking route guides on the Forum website, with links to information on features such as local history, 
wildlife and buildings  
To make recommendations to Hertfordshire Highways about how to improve footpaths in order to promote 
walking and reduce car use 

The Forum is hoping that HHS members will be able to participate in the exercise by providing information on the history of 
our paths, path networks and the buildings or other features to be seen when using them. Contributions can be made by 
completing sections of the checklist, if members wish. However, many may feel that to be unnecessarily restrictive, so please 
feel free to respond in any way you think appropriate.  
The checklist and full details will soon be available on the Hitchin Forum website: http://www.hitchinforum.org.uk/ 

A New Ring for St. Mary’s Church, Hitchin 
St. Mary's Church has a long tradition of change ringing dating back to 1552 when the church originally had six bells.  These 
were augmented to ten in the 1980s but the ringers recently set out on a new challenge to restore some of the bells and make 
further additions.  The old tenor (the heaviest) and ‘seventh’ bells were sold and a new ring was installed, using the eight 
remaining bells and five new smaller bells cast by the Whitechapel Bell Foundry. The original eight bells were retuned and a 
thirteenth bell or ‘sharp second’ has given more flexibility over the numbers and weight of bells which can be rung.  This 
project afforded rare opportunity for visitors when the bells were returned to the church in early May. Over 2000 people came 
to see all thirteen bells resting in the church, prior to being installed in the tower in an entirely new frame designed and built by 
Whites of Appleton.  
St. Mary's Hitchin is one of over 7,000 churches with change ringing bells mostly in the UK but also in Australia, New 
Zealand, South Africa, the USA and mainland Europe. 

The bells are rung for Sunday services, weddings, funerals and also on the regular 
Monday practice night  under the auspices of the Saint Mary's Church, Hitchin, 
Bellringers' Association.  
This is a registered charity made up of members under the leadership of an elected 
Ringing Master who enjoy ringing here and around the district and maintain the 
bells and their fittings. Fundraising in support of the new Ring is still in progress 
and contributions, c/o the Churchwardens at St Mary’s, are still welcome. 
If you are interested in finding out more about the Association, look at the 
Hertford County Association of Change-Ringers website: www.hcacr.org.uk 
A service for the Dedication of the Ring, at which the Bishop of St. Albans will be 
present, will be held in St. Mary’s Church on Sunday September 8 at 6.30pm. 

With thanks to Michael Cranfield of the Saint Mary's Church, Hitchin, Bellringers' 
Association for the preparation of this article. 

The Ring on Display             Editor 

British Schools Museum Victorian Fair, Saturday May 18 
This was an interesting event, with much to see. Here are a few of the things that were on show. 

Derek Wheeler and his 1876 Shand Mason 
steam fire engine  

Val Marlow shows how to 
play Quoits               Editor 

Phil and Sue Osbourn with their 
collection of old bicycles 
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HITCHIN HISTORICAL SOCIETY PROGRAMME 2013 
MEETINGS SEPTEMBER - DECEMBER 2013 

Held at Church House, Churchyard, Hitchin at 8.00 pm unless otherwise stated. 
Thursday September 26    When Does The Roman Period Begin In Herts? - A talk by Dr Isobel Thompson of the Historic 
Envronment Unit, Hertfordshire County Council. 
Thursday October 24    Lots More Of Old Hitchin On Film! - Presented by Richard Whitmore and Tim Ray. 
Thursday November 28    A Touch Of Glass – A Victorian Magic Lantern Show, back by popular demand! - A fast 
moving show that includes animated slides, wonderful chromotrope effects,Victorian stories, also photographical and 
topographical subjects as presented by Tony Brown and Gordon Casbeard. 
Friday December 6 from 7.30 pm   Christmas Event - Be entertained, enjoy some light seasonal refreshments and socialise 
with fellow members. This year’s event will be extra special, with an extraordinary evening of Tudor Music, Song and 
Entertainment provided by Lumina - a period music trio who perform on recorders, dulcimer, lap harp, medieval bagpipes, 
rebec, guittern, bowed psaltery, bodhran and vocals. 

VISITS FOR THE REMAINDER OF 2013 

Friday July 19, 11am    Rupert Brooke Museum, Orchard Tea Rooms, Grantchester. To book, contact Sue from Thursday 
June 27. (Free)  
Tuesday August 13, 10.15am    Enjoy a touch of luxury at former stately home Luton Hoo including talk and tour followed by coffee, 
pastries or crumpets. To book, contact Sue after Thursday, July 18. (Charge)  
Sunday September 1, 2.30pm    Hitchin Archaeological Walk with Keith Fitzpatrick-Matthews. To book contact Sue after 
Thursday July 25. (Free)  
Thursday September 12, 11am    The Cecil Higgins Museum, Bedford, re-opened in spring after a multi-million pound 
refurbishment. To book, contact Sue after Thursday, July 25. (Charge)  

Booking options: 

Leave the form at the relevant Historical Society meeting 

It will not always be a case of first-come first-served and there is a week to get your forms in after the opening date. Where demand 
outstrips supply, Sue will take into account which trips members have already taken that year. Please make sure you include your 
phone number and, where possible, an email address and a SAE with letters. 

Thank you! 
Our thanks as ever go to Messrs John Shilcock in Bancroft for providing us with commodious accommodation for our ‘overflow’ 
publications stock. Thanks again also to Heather Tisdale and Thomas Pitchford, who provide us so ably and good-naturedly with 
refreshments at member meetings and, behind the scenes, wash up everything afterwards too. We are very grateful to them for keeping things 
running so smoothly and ‘refreshingly’.  

The Newsletter is edited by John Scorer. If you have an item that you would like to submit to the  newsletter or information for 
any contributor please contact any Committee member. 
HHS website: www.hitchinhistoricals.org.uk 
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