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Editorial

First, the good news about the Town Hall: the Hitchin Initiative has struck an agreement with
Community Builders – a grant-giving body – to receive £850,000 towards the costs of altering the
Town Hall complex and its surroundings to form a new home for North Herts. Museums, whilst
saving the hall itself for community use. It has been agreed that the adjacent former Chinese take-
away will be demolished to improve access to the Museum.
Further, NHDC have granted the necessary Planning, Listed Building and Conservation Area
consents, and an achievable timetable has been agreed for the drawdown of the Community
Builders grant and loan have been eased. It is great news that all barriers to progress seem to have
been removed; we hope that team is now able to move forward swiftly, and we offer them our
congratulations on what has been achieved and our best wishes for a successful outcome.

The not-so good news: Churchgate. The recent meeting of the Churchgate Liaison Group was quite
pointless, as it transpired that Simons, the developers, had not yet completed revised plans for the
town centre development. Whilst it may not be the case, it does look as though they are stalling,
counting on residents’ apathy to reduce their antipathy to the scheme. This will not be the case: this
Society and others will attend all necessary meetings to ensure members and other residents’
views are represented. The project was conceived as “fix Churchgate”, not “redevelop all of the
town centre”.

The secrecy with which the Council has surrounded the deal with Simons has not done it any
favours, and the recent leak of some rather interesting documents to Private Eye and others may
leave the Council feeling rather embarrassed, suggesting that the deal is extremely favourable
indeed to the developer for a substantial period after the completion of the building works.

Whatever the truth of these allegations, the Council believes it is striving to move the centre of
Hitchin into the 21st century. It seems to have failed to notice that firstly, the bulk of the residents
don’t want that. That’s a natural reaction: no-one likes change, and you’ll recall that there were
street protests in Hitchin when it was proposed to alter the Marketplace to its current form, a change
that has brought us a public open space we can all use for community events. However, the steady
stream of letters of complaint to the local press, and the undiminished objections expressed by
members of the public at the Churchgate Liaison Forum Meetings, suggest that there is general
discontent across a wide range of residents, not just from local societies and organisations such as
this Society.

Secondly, the steady development of internet shopping, as highlighted by Brent Smith in the last
issue of the newsletter, suggests – coupled with the continued failure to let the largest empty shop
in Hitchin, the former Woolworths, though some internal works are now evident – that a proposal to
increase the area of retail space in large units is unlikely to be successful. We are still a nation of
small shopkeepers, and long may we remain so.

Thirdly, they are destroying the town’s principal attraction to visitors: the very fact that it IS different,
that it is not Stevenage, Luton or the latest town with a Simons development, Witney. Hitchin has
many specialist shops, housed in buildings from the 15th to the 20th centuries. These are what draw
visitors to the town, together with the now flourishing market. It has already been noted that the
shops in Hermitage Road are, by and large, not as successful as those elsewhere in the town. Of
course geography may be a contributing factor, Hermitage Road being in some senses “out on a
limb”, but this would hold true for a development in behind it and along Queen Street. And
Hermitage Road was, in 1924, exactly what is now proposed, a one-build development. Simons
also propose to enhance the view of St Mary’s and the Biggin by obscuring them. This is simply
unacceptable.

 No apology is made for reprinting the photographs of Witney below, for this is what the Council
wishes to press upon us, whether we wish it or not.
Photos courtesy of Audrey Green of Hitchin Forum.



Town Quiz

We all walk around the town about our own business, and often fail to spot  little details in the
townscape. The following quiz is intended to amuse you for a little while with details of the town and
its scenery – in this edition, all of the photographs are right in the town centre. Thanks to Pansy
Mitchell for devising this quiz.

Answers at the foot of the page.

Off to Brand Street… Higher up than sometimes ….

Soon to be occupied again… Topical …



Heritage Open Days  9-12 September 2010

Members will remember that their Society is the local organiser of this annual event coordinated by
English Heritage. This year The Hitchin Society promoted the opening free of charge of twelve
venues in Hitchin plus two guided walks, and five more places to visit in the adjacent parishes of
Preston,St Ippolyts and Wymondley.

The Society's sub committee of Tony Freeman, Pam Skeggs, Tony and Dorothy Sudweeks believe
this year's event was a great success. Of course the warm sunny weather helped. Perhaps the
committee's hard work contributed too !!

The most popular location was the British Schools Museum which celebrated the bicentenary of the
first school on the site. Open Saturday, The British Schools had 340 visitors. I was pleased The
Priory put on two tours to accommodate 80 visitors on the Sunday. Thanks to Society volunteers
The Biggin had stewards on Saturday and Sunday to receive 225 visitors.

Your Society has already started to plan this year’s event which is from Thursday 8 to Sunday 11
September.  We have also arranged to have a Market Stall on Saturday 20 August when we can
distribute leaflets to promote the venues participating in the Heritage Open Days weekend.  The
Market Stall will enable us to attract new members and to raise funds for the Society from the sale
of bric-a-brac.

Finally I wish to thank NHDC who have supported this event with a £500 grant per year for several
years as a contribution towards publicity and advertising costs.

TS

Ken Payne 1918 — 2011

Ken Payne died at home on 6th March aged 92.

Ken became a member of The Hitchin Society over thirty years ago when many of the town’s
buildings were threatened by new development. He was anxious to preserve the character of the
town whilst appreciating the need for change. Over the years he lent his support and expertise to
many a campaign.

In the sixties the footpaths around Hitchin and elsewhere were not so well maintained and sign
posted as they are today. For the next fifty years Ken worked tirelessly to establish rights of way
and to ensure the farmers defined the footpaths. lf it had not been for his diligence and attention to
detail, many of our paths would have been lost forever. He was deeply involved in establishing the
route for the lcknield Way and producing the first guide books, he also published a number of local
walker’s guides.

At the time of his death he was still as busy as ever. His enthusiasm, attention to detail, not to forget
his sense of humour,  will be sadly missed.



Churchgate: A short contextual history

For most of us the east side of the Marketplace is simply one building: Churchgate. For those of us
with longer memories, it’s also Spurr’s, a department store which seems to have been assembled
from a couple of large but essentially domestic-scale buildings. The occupancy of the buildings can
be traced easily through local trades directories – the nineteenth-century Yellow Pages. George
Spurr went into partnership with Mr Perry between 1886 and 1890, and 14 Marketplace was known
thenceforth as Spurr’s; Campion Dawson occupied No.15 in 1864, and his wife – or more likely his
widow - ran it from 1870 until 1919.

Spurr & Dawson’s Photo courtesy of Hitchin Museum

However, this was only the façade of a rather untidier story, for behind the street frontage lay a solid
mass of buildings which continued eastwards almost to the river, cheek-by-jowl with St.Mary’s
School and its playground.

St.Mary’s and Churchyard Walk ca 1922 Photo courtesy of Hitchin Museum

This site makes no concessions to motor transport: there are a few lorries parked centre
foreground, but there is little other evidence of vehicular access.



When the site was cleared, in the early 70s, it proved to be a substantial area.

Biggin Lane, 1974 Photo courtesy of Hitchin Museum

The architects of Churchgate provided good vehicular access to the Market and to the Sun Hotel,
and a car park that still provides useful capacity on non-market days, and accommodates market
traders’ vehicles on Wednesdays and Saturdays. Thanks to a change of management, the Market
itself is thriving, and continues to draw in visitors from other towns. The Biggin is crowded in only by
ducks and the river, and not by other buildings. St. Mary’s is visible across the market stalls – were
it not for the tree in this picture.

Biggin Lane, May 2011

This being the case, there seem to be three arguments for the whole Churchgate project.

Firstly that it’s the only way to produce a “better” Churchgate, and no other way is possible.

Secondly, Councillors and developers alike believe that St Mary’s and the Biggin will be enhanced if
surrounded by buildings.

Thirdly, there is enormous financial benefit to NHDC to make large tracts of land available for
commercial development, whether or not they will ever be filled.

The first two seem rather unlikely, and the third suggests a casual cynicism from Members and
Council Officers  which we don’t often see.

Whilst Churchgate and St Mary’s Square may not be perfect, this Society doesn’t wish to see the
visual amenity and financial health of the town centre risked in this way. Rather retain Churchgate
as is, than accept what is being pressed upon us.



THE HITCHIN SOCIETY – PROGRAMME

Unless otherwise stated, meetings are held at The British Schools Museum, Queen Street, Hitchin
on the third Monday of the month starting at 8.00 pm, with refreshments from 7.30 pm.
The meetings always include a brief presentation and discussion on matters of interest to the
Hitchin Society, including planning issues affecting the town and the surrounding area.

Monday 16 May 2011
A talk with slides by Ian Jones – “London’s Mansions”

Wednesday 1 June 2011
Coach Outing to Aldeburgh.  Please reserve your place by contacting Daphne Birch 01462 459435
or Tony Sudweeks 01462 622466

Monday 11 July 2011
This is a public meeting at The Sun Hotel as part of The Hitchin Festival and is at 7.30 pm for 8.00
pm.  Tickets are £5 from Hitchin Initiative or on the door subject to availability.  Our speaker is Keith
Fitzpatrick-Matthews and his talk with slides is ”Hitchin Beneath Your Feet”

August 2011  –No meeting

Monday 19 September 2011
Sophie Hertsun gives a talk on the 50th anniversary of Macmillan Cancer Research

Monday 17 October 2011
Talk by Oliver Hammond 0f Veolia on Recycling Rubbish

Monday 21 November 2011   To be arranged

December 2011  No meeting

The Regal Cinema and shops at the north end of Bancroft.
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