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Issue number 55 – July 2020 

 

From the President – Robert B Williams 
 

During these strangest of times do not for a moment think that your Hitchin Historical Society has caught the virus or 

for that matter decided to take a locked down rest. There has been considerable activity behind our closed doors! 

 

Firstly, and very importantly, our Chairman Terry Knight has decided to pass on the baton. What a diligent and 

knowledgeable person he is, his knowledge of our much loved and historic town could only be equalled by very few. 

His town walks will be much missed by many and he will also be greatly missed in the Chair with his dry humour and 

natural authority. We wish him well and look forward to seeing him around, I know that he will always be happy to 

share his great fund of knowledge. 

 

Secondly, as members you may not think about it, but the job of Website Editor is nowadays, a highly important one, 

the website is after all our shop window. On your behalf I would like to thank Zena Grant for performing that role so 

efficiently. Having performed it for a long time she feels now is a good time to pass over the reins. Thank you, Zena, 

very much indeed, you have been a good servant to us all! 

 

As always in our Society it does not take long for us to find a willing replacement. Who better to fill the office of 

Website Editor than Phil Rowe. Clearly Phil is a man with an eye for detail and has, although from other parts, a deep 

love for his adopted home town of Hitchin. Thank you too Phil. 

 

Finally, I would like to thank Pamela Skeggs for keeping the whole machine moving so well during these difficult 

times. I think we should also feel pity for David Howlett who worked so hard on preparing our now, mostly aborted, 

summer events programme. Better days will return, and I feel quite certain that the Society will flourish, maybe as 

never before, we have so many exciting events lined up and we pray that the starting gun will go off very soon! Keep 

Safe and Well. 

 

From the Newsletter Editor – Pamela Skeggs 
 

Due to the coronavirus pandemic the Society’s AGM scheduled for 26 March was cancelled and it was agreed the 

existing committee members except Terry Knight would carry on for another year, see page 6. 

 

As secretary I regularly receive enquiries from members of the public about Hitchin and with help from the team, have 

responded to people about their family history, local history and moving to the town, also additions to the collection. 

 

If you have an item that you would like to submit to the newsletter, please email me. However, I cannot guarantee 

every suggestion will be used. 

 

Membership - Peter Moss 
 

Thank you to everyone that renewed their membership, particularly the vast proportion that did so early in January and 

February. Thanks also to those that renewed on-line, a considerable increase using this method from last year. 

 

We are pleased to welcome new members; Nigel Claydon, Stephen Humphreys, Gill Jones, Matti Keltanen, Rohan 

McCarty, Ivan Page, Simon Proctor and Amanda Thurman. 

 

The total membership is at a good level of 374 which includes 32 Life Members, 18 Honorary and Complimentary 

members. 
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Hitchin Journal - Simon Walker 
 

How many editions of the Hitchin Journal do you think the Society has published since it was formed in 1977? 

 

The answer is 96. And each edition contained a number of interesting articles, totalling 555! How many people have 

kept them all? Not that many, but I have been going through them, converting them to a readable format, tracking 

down or replacing pictures (the reproduction in the early days was not too good), and checking, with the assistance of 

the team, the accuracy of the data. 

 

The book will have an index, I promise! 

 

We are hoping to publish a book before Christmas containing some of the most interesting items. It has been 

provisionally entitled "HITCHIN: Glimpses of the Past." 

 

It will, we hope, not only be a useful reference book, but also a sort of literary cabinet of curiosities, ideal for dipping 

into at bedtime... 

 

If it goes down well, we are looking at a second volume -"HITCHIN: More Glimpses of the Past." 

 

To give you a taste of what is there, we will be putting the occasional item on the website, and one will be found here: 

and will be changed every so often  

https://www.hitchinhistoricals.org.uk/news-events/news/2020-05/hitchin-journal-articles-from-the-past/, 

 

Why not have a look at what is there from time to time? 

 

Simon has been working extremely hard and the draft is looking very good. The launch may not be in the usual 

format, depending on the Coronavirus Covid-19 regulations. 

 

Website - Phil Rowe 

I realise that not everyone has access to the internet (or, if you do, that you do  not trust everything you find on it!) but 

in the last few years, thanks to Zena Grant, our former Web Editor, there is a great deal of material on the Society’s 

web pages to keep people informed and entertained for hours.  Now that Zena has retired from that role, I hope to 

maintain the tradition of providing an effective and interesting online presence for members and visitors to the site; 

some may even join as a result! 

Recent additional material to be found on the website are: 

 

 For some time, the History of Hitchin page has included links to a series of interesting articles on many 

different subjects, including a Hitchin virtual pub crawl, the Hitchin to Bedford Railway and a history of 

Harkness Roses.  Now, added to these articles is a brand-new, more general article – Hitchin’s History: A 

Brief Overview by David Howlett.  You can find the History of Hitchin main page here:  

https://www.hitchinhistoricals.org.uk/history-of-hitchin/, with the link to the downloadable article near the top 

of the page. 

 

 Three long out-of-print publications are now available online.  Pat Gadd’s Bicycles leaflet and Tony Foster’s 

The Biggin, and Markets and Fairs can be read and downloaded by following the links on the Publications 

page: https://www.hitchinhistoricals.org.uk/publications/books/.   

 

Please do not think that the website is a one-way information stream.  We had to dispense with the forum pages 

some years ago as they got hijacked (by of all things a needlecraft group – quite bizarre) but please get in touch by 

emailing me (webeditor@hitchinhistoricals.org.uk) with anything you think might be interesting to others.  I 

cannot guarantee every suggestion will be used, but it is the Society’s website - yours, not mine! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.hitchinhistoricals.org.uk/news-events/news/2020-05/hitchin-journal-articles-from-the-past/
https://www.hitchinhistoricals.org.uk/history-of-hitchin/
https://www.hitchinhistoricals.org.uk/publications/books/
mailto:webeditor@hitchinhistoricals.org.uk
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The Programme 2020: ‘The Year that Never Was’ – At least so far….- David Howlett 
 

Given the disruption currently affecting all aspects of our normal lives the problems for local history Programme 

Secretaries must be considered small beer.  Nevertheless, societies like ours do contribute to a local sense of place and 

identity, a combination of interest, education and enjoyment as well as providing some regular social get-togethers for 

a variety of individuals and – we hope (!) – their normal functioning is missed.  

 

The Programme year started smoothly enough amidst benign winter weather with two excellent talks, firstly in 

January by our own Mike Clarke on the history of local mental health provision in a wider national context and 

secondly, in February, a look at recent archaeological investigations at Verulamium with Kris Lockyear.  Then the 

wheels came off.  National ‘Stay at Home’ restrictions have required the cancellation of all the Church House 

meetings planned for March to May, all the society contributions to the Hitchin Festival and all the visits due to take 

place between April and August inclusive.  We hope very much that we will be able to re-arrange most of the 

cancelled events for next year’s Programme.   

 

In the meantime, for the visits, we have produced a series of ‘What we would have seen’ pieces to cover something of 

what would have been experienced if things had run to plan. These pieces are available, in chronological order, on the 

Hitchin Historical Society website https://www.hitchinhistoricals.org.uk/news-events/outings/what-we-would-have-

seen.  If you can, have a look at them; the Programme Secretary would be interested in any feedback on the way we 

have tackled each location – not that we want to make a habit of running the Programme in this way! 

 

At present, future prospects for the meetings and events beyond August are still wholly unclear. We have been hoping 

against hope that, at some point soon, we would be able to take up activities again. If so, those members selected for 

the two visits in September will hear in advance in the usual way. With regard to the Church House meetings from 

September onwards please keep alert for any e-mail or postal messages from us concerning these and, where possible, 

keep a check on the society website.  

 

Looking forward to getting back to something ‘more like normal’ – and soon.  

 

 

Dr. David McNamee – Gerry Tidy 
 

It is with great sadness that we record the death of Dr. David McNamee earlier this year. We all remember David as 

one of the prime movers in the publication of “The Physic Garden in Hitchin”. The illustrated guide by the Hitchin 

Physic Gardeners marked the 25
th
 anniversary of this Hitchin Historical Society facility. David brought to the book not 

only his knowledge of pharmacy and medicinal plants but his two decades of executive editorship at The Lancet, 

among the oldest and most prestigious medical journals in the world. He was especially interested in William Ransom 

and Son and gave walks and talks on their medicinal plants and where they grew in Hitchin. 

 

Apart from history of medicine and pharmacy, David’s great passion was for canals and water activities. He was an 

active member of Grafham Water Sailing Club becoming Rear Commodore after retiring from The Lancet. He will be 

missed not only by his family but the many organisations that benefitted from his involvement. 

 

Copies of the book are still available reduced price now only £5.00. To order email sales@hitchinhistoricals.org.uk 

 

 

https://www.hitchinhistoricals.org.uk/news-events/outings/what-we-would-have-seen/
https://www.hitchinhistoricals.org.uk/news-events/outings/what-we-would-have-seen/
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David McNamee (right) talks to visitors in The Physic Garden at the book launch 

Laurie Hughes – A true Historical Society stalwart – David Howlett 
 

We were very sorry indeed to learn that Laurie Hughes died, after a short illness, on 6th May aged 90.  

 

Laurie was a stalwart supporter of the Society for over forty years. He was born in 1930 in Erdington in Birmingham 

and then followed a long career in the Royal Air Force serving at home and abroad in Egypt, Libya, Hong Kong and 

the Gulf. Laurie ended his service career with a posting to RAF Henlow.  In 1974 he moved to Westbury Close in 

Hitchin where he and his wife Dorothy, who passed away two years ago, spent the rest of their lives. 

 

Laurie was very interested in ‘things historical’ from an early age and, once based here working for the Institute of 

Electrical Engineers as a second career, he took up the study of Hitchin’s past and became an early member of the 

Hitchin Historical Society. For many years he filled a number of key Committee jobs including Programme Secretary, 

Secretary and Treasurer. His attention to detail was legendary and he worked long and hard, usually behind the scenes, 

on a wide range of activities to make the Society a success. His wife Dorothy was also a key part of the team and her 

contribution to the production of publications and catering and organisation for social events was absolutely vital. 

 

Over the years Laurie amassed a large collection of material on Hitchin history and some key components of this – 

such as his famous scrapbooks – were deposited with our local Museum. Laurie was always a pleasure to work with 

and enlivened Committee Meetings with his dry and apposite sense of humour, his gift of pragmatic solutions for 

practical problems and his reputation for crisp and prudent financial management.  He was utterly dependable and 

what he said he would do was always done – and with time to spare. Although Laurie had been less involved in the 

day-to-day activities of the Society in recent years he continued his interest in what we were doing and was still one of 

our regular Newsletter and Hitchin Journal distributors, including our last regular deliveries in October and January. 

 

Laurie was also generous with his time and efforts for the British Schools Museum in Hitchin and for the 

Hertfordshire Record Society and made valuable contributions to the working of both organisations.   

 

I was grateful to represent the Society at Laurie’s funeral on 29
th
 May; it is planned to have a memorial service later 

once conditions have returned ‘nearer to normal’.  We have sent our condolences to his son Stephen and daughters 

Susan and Alison. We underlined how Laurie will be very much missed and also how many of his contributions to the 

Society still continue in legacies which benefit us today.  

 
 

 

Laurie Hughes (right) at the book signing for Discovering Hitchin, November 1995 (HHS) 
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My Links with the medieval Back Street and Yards – Christopher Hubbard 
 

In my article featured in “Discovering more about Hitchin” I claimed that since tracing my family back on my paternal 

side arriving in Hitchin in 1915, this meant that I was just an interloper, compared to the really old established families 

in this town who had been here for generations, long before my family ever got here. Before houses had been built for 

the railway workers in the near proximity of the station and thereby swelling the population of the town, there were 

637 inhabitants in 174 cottages in the area that was known as Dead Street and Back Street, Hollow Lane and St 

Andrews Place, and it was in Back Street and its grim yards that run off it, Chapman’s Yard, Barnard’s Yard, 

Gascoine’s Yard and Thorpe’s Yard, that my family lived, worked and died. Living conditions for the inhabitants of 

what was later called Queen Street, as we now know it, were, by today’s standards, almost unimaginable for the most 

of them, as T. B. Latchmore and H, G. Moulden’s photographs clearly illustrate. I will not go into the details of the 

conditions, as they have been well documented, but Reginald Hine said the Queen Street slums were some of the 

worst in England. (History of Hitchin vol II p361). These properties ranged from Elizabethan era to the early 1700’s, 

and probably had not been altered significantly to when they were finally demolished in 1923/4. Basic sanitation did 

not exist. It was into this, I have recently discovered that, on my late mother’s side, I have had traced for me, my 

grandmother, great grandparents and great, great grandparent’s and an extra search is going on, even further back. 

 

My mother Sylvia nee Crook lived with her parents and eight siblings, she was the youngest, born in 1909, at 47 Old 

Park Road (now demolished). Her parents were Robert Daniel Crook, born in Pimlico, London, and Beatrice Alice 

Crook, born in 1868 in Back Street. My mother attended St Mary’s School until 1923, when she was 14 years old. My 

grandmother’s maiden name was Warren, and she was the youngest of eight born between 1848 and 1868. Her 

parents, my great grandparents were Henry Warren born in Back Street in 1826 and his wife Frances nee White born 

in Hitchin in 1829. They were married in 1846 in Hitchin, he was 20 years old and she just 17 years old. Henry’s 

father was William Warren, my great, great grandfather who was born in Hitchin in1804, was married to Louisa nee 

Andrews.  

 

On my grandmother’s marriage certificate of 1890 at St Mary’s Church, her father lists himself as being a stonemason, 

whilst on her birth certificate of 1868 as a master grocer. However, he was a publican having taken on The Two 

Brewers public house in 1878, from John Gascoine, who had the pub since 1839.  Was this the family which 

Gascoine’s Yard was named after?  

 

 The Two Brewers was situated at 27 Back Street and was next door to the Bricklayers Arms at number 28, it was 

bought by the Lucas Brewery in 1788 and was later sold by Auction at The Sun Hotel on 10 July 1883 to Mr Wells for 

the sum of £357 plus £7 11s 6d for the fixtures. The sale catalogue details that the premises were quite extensive and 

included “A large timber and pantile barn” now used as a stonemason’s workshop”.  

 

Publicans include: - 

1794 Sarah Atkinson 

1800 Thomas Gascoine 

1826 William Gascoine 

1839 John Gascoine (Glover) 

1878 Henry Warren 

1910 Miss Annette Warren (Henry’s daughter). 

Licence was refused in 1921. 

 

Referring to Helen Poole and Alan Fleck’s book “Old Hitchin” published in 1978 and taken the chapter “Queen Street 

and District”, there is a splendid photo of Back Street, taken by T. B. Latchmore for Queen Victoria’s Diamond 

Jubilee celebrations of 1897. This photo was taken from the entrance to Biggin Lane, as it was positioned then, and in 

the right foreground is the Bricklayer’s Arms and the Two Brewers. I like to think the lady in the doorway is my great 

aunt Annette Warren. Another section of the book noted that George Beaver was called to a fire in 1868 to houses in 

Queen Street, facing Mr Warren’s Stonemason’s yard. 

 

My great grandparents, Henry, and Frances both died, probably at the pub, in 1905. Their daughter my grandmother 

Beatrice Alice, died at 47 Old Park Road in 1943, followed by her husband Robert Daniel Crook in 1949. They are 

buried together in Hitchin Cemetery. Their daughter my mother Sylvia died in 1984 in Hitchin and her ashes are 

interred at Hitchin Cemetery. I have yet to explore the last resting place of my great grandparents. 

 

I am indebted to Becky Furr and Penny Causer of Hitchin Historical Society for all the family history of, not only the 

Warren family but also for the Crook family which they obtained for me very kindly from the Ancestry website. 

Without them, I would have no awareness of the details of family background. 
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I am also indebted to Terry Knight for the details of the history of the Two Brewers and for reminding me of the 

following poem on the Queen Street and Back Street pubs. 

‘The Old White Horse hit the Black Lion and made 

the Peacock fly, 

Turn the Bushell (and Strike) upside down 

and drink the Two Brewers dry 

King William said to Robin Hood fetch my  

Peahen 

And give the Bricklayers (Arms) the  

Shoulder of Mutton’ 

There were apparently thirteen pubs in the Queen Street area, out of a total of over 40 pubs in all of Hitchin. 

These people had deprived and hard lives that we could hardly imagine. But by hard work and enterprise they did their 

best to rise above it. 

And it is worth saying Let us not forget, as those boys from that impoverished area were fighting in the trenches in the 

awful 1
st
 World War. To return to homes fit for heroes. Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori. 

Matchboxes and labels – Terry Knight 

Some members are aware that I am an avid collector of items relating to Hitchin.  In the book “Discovering Hitchin” I 

contributed a short article on matchboxes advertising shops and Public Houses. The article was illustrated by labels 

and matchboxes in my possession.  The shops were Tony Huckle’s self-service store on Walsworth crossroads, 

Howell’s newsagents on Churchyard, The Red Shoppe on Hermitage Road which sold confectionery and tobacco and 

Bearton News on Bearton Road and Old Park Road which sold newspapers as well as confectionery and tobacco. 

The public houses were The Victoria on Ickleford Road, The Cock Hotel on the High Street and The Gloucester Arms, 

since re-named Molly Malone’s, on Nightingale Road and three others which are no longer in business, The Woolpack 

on Nightingale Road, The Horse & Jockey on Old Park Road and The Bedford Arms on Bedford Road. 

Since 1995, when the book was published, I have been able to obtain another label for The Woolpack, an exterior 

view as opposed to the interior depicted on the other label, as well as labels for The Albert Inn on Walsworth Road, 

The Bricklayers Arms on Queen Street and The George on Bucklersbury as well as a matchbox from the Radcliffe 

Arms on Walsworth Road. I also have a label proclaiming Famous Hitchin Market showing some of the stalls with St 

Mary’s Church in the background. 

I would be interested to know of any other matchboxes or labels and to purchase them if at all possible. 

This newsletter is published 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, organisations, 

crafts, trades and other aspects of historical interest, and to publish the results of such research. 

HHS website: www.hitchinhistoricals.org.uk 
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