
Hitchin – The Parish 

The ancient parish of Hitchin is partly defined by three rivers – the Purwell, the Hiz and the Oughton – each 
once associated with mills that helped develop the prosperity of the town. Domesday Book in 1086 records 
four mills worth 53 shillings and 4 pence but the crown auctioned off its remaining mills in the town (Port Mill 
and Shotling Mill) in 1813. These ceased to be viable as the need for clean water and better sewage 
disposal for the town’s expanding population became more important. They survive in street names such as 
Portmill Lane and Millstream Close, the intersection of which with Grove Road marks the site of Grove Mill at 
the place where the Rivers Hiz and Purwell join. Now only Bowman’s Ickleford Mill remains operational. 

Until the early 19th century, Hitchin was ringed by six huge open fields which ran up to its parish boundaries 
and were farmed in long strips by tenants of the royal manor. Most are now occupied by housing, but some 
of the original field paths survive as narrow lanes. Enclosed fields or former common lands can still be found, 
mainly to the south and west of the town.  Hitchin was an important centre for the grain trade well into the 
19th century, opening its impressive Corn Exchange in the market square in 1853. Local barley and malt 
were used by the Lucas brewery at the corner of Sun St. and Bridge St. and substantial quantities were 
transported to London.  

According to the Victoria County History – now available online - 

“The parish of Hitchin includes besides the town the three extensive hamlets of Walsworth on the north-west 
covering 1,051 acres, Preston, a straggling village in the south, having an area of 1,118 acres, and Langley 
still further south, which extends over 1,626 acres. … The parish of Hitchin exclusive of its hamlets covers 
the upper portion of the basin of the River Hiz, which rises at Well Head just beyond the south-west border of 
the parish and flows north-east. The River Oughton, rising at Oughton Head on the west, flows north-east, 
forming the parish boundary and joins the Hiz. The River Purwell, which has its source at Nine Springs in the 
parish of Great Wymondley, flows across Walsworth Common and joins the Hiz. “ 

From: 'Hitchin: Introduction and manors', A History of the County of Hertford: volume 3 (1912), pp. 3-12. 
URL: http://www.british-history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=43569 

 

Beating the Bounds 

 “The custom of Beating the Bounds, was once found in almost every English parish and besides its more 
usual name was also known as 'riding the marches', 'riding the fringes' or ' common riding'….the custom 
involved walking around the parish boundary and beating it with a stick, or stripped willow branch known as a 
wand. Curiously, certain stones, trees or other marker points around the boundary would also be beaten by 



literally bumping a boy (often a choirboy) against the mark. The boy would be suspended upside down and 
his head gently tapped against the stone or he would be taken by the feet and hands and swung against a 
tree! Nobody knows why or how the tradition originated. One explanation advanced is that it was intended to 
teach the young their parish's limits and that the bumping of choir boys - at one time all the local children 
would have been involved - was 'to help them remember'. 

http://www.strangebritain.co.uk/traditions/bounds.html 

‘Possessioning’ in Hitchin 

Reginald Hine’s History of Hitchin (vol. I, p 228) says that the Hitchin churchwardens’ accounts call Beating 
the Bounds - ‘possessioning’ i.e. taking possession of the parish boundaries. It was important because it 
defined the area for which they were financially responsible, raising local rates to support the poor or 
maintain roads. It was also the area liable to pay tithe income to the rector. In one nearby parish, a boundary 
dispute between parsons led to murder. 

Hitchin’s Beating the Bounds could take two or three days and was accompanied with much feasting e.g. in 
May 1775 the huge sum of £12 3s 6d – about £775 - was spent on ‘going round the boundaries’. In May 
1759, 6 shillings was “paid for cakes for the boys going possessioning” and 11/6- for “beer from the three 
days”. The boys of the parish might also have their head bumped against landmark trees or be ducked in 
boundary streams or given ‘points and ribbons and plumes’ to help them remember the boundaries. 

Walsworth 

Walsworth may have originally been Wattonesford – ‘ford at the Britons’ farm’ 

Purwell 

Reginald Hine suggests the name comes from the English dialect word prill – small stream of running-water. 
In medieval times there was a huge open field here called Purwell Field , one of six which ringed Hitchin, all 
divided into strips that were farmed by the inhabitants. It spanned the area between the River Purwell and 
London Road, down as far as Ippolitts Brook. Earlier it may have been part of a Roman farm as the remains 
of a villa have been found here. 

Purwell Mill 

All of Hitchin’s rivers originally had watermills and Purwell Mill continued to function as a working mill until 
1924, assisted by a steam engine when water levels were low. Two of its millstones are preserved in the 
inner courtyard of Hitchin Library. 

Purwell Roman villa 

A Roman villa was excavated by William Ransom  in 1884 alongside the track that forms the parish 
boundary and was once known as Gypsy Lane after the Romany travellers who camped there. The 
excavations revealed seven rooms including a bath. Finds included a stylus, bone pins, a key, animal bones 
and oyster shells. Coins on the site were dated AD 193-392.  

Ippolitts Brook  

The path continues along Ippolitts Brook, which forms the parish boundary, and then follows what is now 
Blackhorse Lane, named after the Black Horse pub which once stood at the junction with London Road, and 
then Newlands Lane named after nearby New England house. 

Brick Kiln Lane 

Named after the brick-kilns that once drew on the brick clay in this area, Brick Kiln Lane was once 

known as Maidencroft Lane (on the 19th c. Tithe Map and not the same as the present Maydencroft Lane to 
the south) . It skirts Priory Park and the medieval open field known as Spitalfield . 

Charlton  

Reginald Hine suggests the name is Charlton is Anglo-Saxon ceorla tun meaning town or farm of freemen. 
The manor was held by the Knights Templars with the manor of Temple Dinsley and sold in 1582 to Ralph 
Radcliffe of Hitchin Priory. It used to have 3 inns and some 40 cottages.  



Its most famous resident was Henry Bessemer, inventor of an advanced steel-making process, who was 
born there in 1813 - a plaque commemorates the house and Bessemer Close in Hitchin is named after him. 
Eugene Aram, Hitchin schoolmaster and notorious murderer, the subject of a novel by Lord Lytton, also lived 
there in the 18th century.  

Charlton’s watermill on the River Hiz was a local beauty spot in the 19th century with skating on the pond in 
winter and punting in the summer. Sold off by the crown in 1813 to John Bodger, it was burnt down in 1887. 
Only the house was re-built. One of its millers, Edward Burr, who died in 1865, is depicted in the 1970s 
concrete cast frieze of symbols of Hitchin’s history on the wall of Hitchin Library, together with a sheaf of 
corn, millstone and grain waggon. 

The Windmill pub commemorates Charlton’s windmill which was just off Windmill Lane. It seems to have 
been set up in the 1650s and was a threat to the local monopoly of the royal mills which were leased to 
tenants who brought a legal case against the owner in 1670. Blown down c. 1894, only its brick-base now 
remains in a private garden. 

Henry VIII is said to have fallen into the Hiz near here while hunting and his hounds were said to have been 
kept at nearby Dog Kennel Farm which is off Charlton Lane. 

Wellhead 

Source of the River Hiz. The parish boundary continues along the path to Temple End, possibly the 
boundary of the estate of the Knights Templar at Temple Dinsley. It then forks right at Stubborn Bush 
(marked on the 19th c. Tithe Map) where the boundaries of Hitchin, Offley and Preston meet.  It follows the  
old drovers’ road called Hoar’s Lane to Offley Cross and borders the huge medieval open field known as 
More Mead Field . 

Offley Cross 

In 1903, the popular magazine Tit-bits ran a treasure hunt as a sales promotion. Two “rockets” containing 
£500 in gold sovereigns were buried here. Clues to the locality were then printed in a serial story, and in due 
course a Mr Hubbard of Leicester cycled to the spot and disinterred the gold. Robert Walmsly recalls seeing 
a tree with a cross in big nails marking the spot. 

This is now the busy A505 to Luton which must be crossed with caution before continuing up Wibbley 
Wobbley Lane (once known as Carter’s Lane after a local farming family), passing Holdings Farm, now 
known for its goats’ cheese. 

 

Offley Crossroads showing the tree on the left where the Tit-Bits prize was buried 

Pirton Road 

Pirton Road adjoins another of Hitchin’s huge medieval open fields – Burford Field – commemorated by the 
modern street name of Burford Way. In the 1870s, a Roman cemetery was discovered just off the Pirton road 
at Fox Holes. Another old fieldname survives in the path off this road known as Crow Furlong, a furlong (one 
eighth of a mile) being the length of a strip in a common field as it was the length of the drive of a plough 
before it is turned. Such strips were separated by turf ridges and could ensure the tenant had a mixture of 
soils, good and poor. 



Oughton  

Reginald Hine suggests the name is Anglo-Saxon AEwiell-tun –
town or farm by the river-spring. There was once a small 
settlement at Oughton Head but the last cottage was demolished 
in 1892 and  trees such as sycamore are said to have spread from 
their gardens Springs rise beneath deep chalky banks but water 
levels have fallen with the sinking of boreholes. Just before World 
War Two the adjoining common was purchased from the crown 
and it is now a nature reserve.  

There have been several mills on the River Oughton and we pass 
the site of West Mill which operated from c. 1600 to around 1900. 
Destroyed by fire in 1960, the mill race and sluice can still be seen. 
Hyde Mill was at the north east corner of the parish boundary. 
Today only Bowman ‘s Ickleford Mill remains in operation,  now 
powered by electricity. The area between what is now Bedford 
Road and Old Hale Way was another of Hitchin’s medieval open 
fields known as Welshman’s Croft . 

 

 

BuryField 

The last of Hitchin’s great open fields is on the right, commemorated in the name of Bury Mead Road which 
runs along the side of Walsworth hamlet 

 

 

 

 

 

Aidan Lawes, March 2009  

Oughton Head c. 1908 


