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5 
July 2020

to the fifth newsletter 
prepared for Fleetville 

Diaries.  We hope you have been 
enjoying a very different kind of 
summer.  We are, after all, keeping 
Fleetville Diaries a place with lots 
going on, even if it is in the virtual 
world at present.

In this issue you will notice a layout 
change, to ensure it is easier to read, 
with greater line spacing and slightly 
larger text.  While it increases the 
number of pages, they should become 
easier on the eye, giving you a better 
chance to enjoy the result.

OUR BALLITO PROJECT
In our current project we are recording as much as we can about 
Ballito Hosiery Mill, a major Fleetville factory, now closed over 
fifty years ago.  Even its building, where Morrison’s stands, 
remains only in photographic form. We have been searching for 
former employees, as well as residents of the district who may 
have attended social events, especially those held at weekends, 
even if they were not company employees.

Other elements of the project are helping us to understand the 
commercial, marketing and technical roles of the company, and 
its origins away from Fleetville; indeed, away from the UK.

Our original approach was to curate an exhibition and present 
our findings this Autumn.  There may be  adjustments in the 
timing for the conclusion of the project which now seem 
inevitable, but like previous projects dedicated to Nicholson’s 
and Sander, it promises to be welcomed widely.  It may even 
result in our exhibition opening at St Albans Museum + Gallery 
further down the line.

Most passers by would have taken no 
notice of this bell high on the frontage 
of Ballito’s factory (circled in the left 
photo).  So what was it for?

It is possible the bell was nothing to 
do with stocking manufacture at all, 
but a left-over of the requirements of 
the printing works before it.  When it 
was remote from the city Smiths’ had 
its own fire brigade manned by 
employees; it also served Fleetville.  In 
the days before telephones, it may 
have been the method by which locals 
would alert the brigade to action.

 Margaret Briggs, daughter of the 
original Post Office owner, asserted it 
was to call the Smiths’ employees 
living in the nearby houses to work.  
However, it quickly became semi-
redundant as workers also lived in 
more distant roads.

REMEMBERING JO
This time last year we heard 
of the untimely passing of FD 
member and friend Jo Bates.  
The news had come through 
from her daughter, Lucy. 
Jo was full of humour and a 
joy to converse with.  She 
assisted with the previous 
Autumn Conference at 
Verulamium and represented 
Fleetville Diaries, which had 
donated a tree to Highfield 
Park Trust, joined the tree 
planting session at the Park 
in 2014, at which event this 
photo was taken.

DID YOU RING?

WELCOME

 COURTESY MARCONI INSTRUMENTS HERITAGE COLLECTION 
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ONE LESS BUNGALOW?
We may think of it as part of Beaumonts, but the homes built on 
the south side of Hatfield Road near Oakwood Drive were on 
land previously part of Hill End Farm – the boundary with   
Beaumonts was nearer to the Ashley Road roundabouts.

One by one the bungalows, which were among the range of 
homes built in the 1920s, are disappearing as their large 
gardens and wider plots become more intensively developed.  
There are thought to be eight left.  Planning consent has now 
been applied for in the case of one more, in the centre of this 
picture and next door to an earlier replacement as long as fifty 
years ago!  This time it would be eight flats, if approved.

When first built the gardens were very long and have since been 
consumed by Pinewood Close, and their houses and gardens 
beyond.

Mike’s grandparents lived in that property to the left, now two 
houses and a detached garage, and he recalls the garden 
“going on forever” down to the pig club unit where Longacres 
Park is today.  COURTESY GOOGLE EARTH 

CORONATION CELEBRATION

 COURTESY BARBARA CLEMENTS 

Last month we published a picture of the Woodland Drive VE 
Day street party.  Now we have a photo of the Woodland Drive 
Coronation celebration; and both have come from the Barbara 
Clements’ collection.

The road is an unmade Central Drive (quite a few potholes I 
recall) and the car was probably one of only two or three in the 
road.  The corner, where the telegraph pole is, was the focus 
for the Co-op mobile shop every Wednesday, the mobile 
library every other Thursday, the Salvation Army band on 
occasional Sunday afternoons, regular games of football and 
the starting point for fancy dress processions such as this.  

We were on our way to the field where Oakwood School is 
now.  Children’s sports events, grown-ups football, music, a 
picnic and presentations of books to the children by the city’s 
Mayor, Mr William Bird.  There was an interval for bodily 
recovery, and in the evening everyone collected once more on 
the green to the right; a bonfire was lit and fireworks let off. It 
certainly was a memorable day.

NO LARKING AROUND
An event which can’t be held this year 
is Larks in the Park on Fleetville Rec.  
So, here are two reminders of 
occasions we have enjoyed in 
previous years.  We’ll look forward to 
returning next year with our usual 
sunny summer weather, of course, 
and meeting the people of Fleetville.
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FEATURE STREET: YORK ROAD

If there is one road I once yearned to live in (apart 
from on winter Saturday afternoons) it was York 
Road. It was partly the spacious homes 
themselves and their expansive gardens, but to 
live just across the road from the park would have 
saved a mile of walking every time I wanted to 
watch some cricket or enjoy some open space 
which was more than just a field.  It would also 
have not been necessary to hire a tennis court – 
choose the right house and there would be one in 
your own garden.

The land was originally part of the park layout, 
beginning at Hatfield Road and gently curving 
around the northern edge to arrive at the railway.
It was the Spencer estate that determined that a new road, Upper Clarence Road, from Sandpit Lane 
should connect with Clarence Park Road alongside the park. York Road had been an improved 
extension of a public right of way over the railway to St Peter’s Church.  The intention had been to 
convert the pedestrian bridge to carry traffic for access to Lemsford Road, and enable residents (with 
cars) an easier access to the city centre.  On the Lemsford Road side a new house was permitted as 
soon a widened bridge was not to be allowed. The Council was also under pressure to lay York paving, 
but there was much complaining about its expense, and as you will see the footpath is still laid with the 
same blue engineering brick as the rest of the town.

You will notice if you walk along the road that several houses sport similar first floor verandah 
balustrades as those in Clarence Road.

Returning to winter Saturday afternoons, home supporters walked along York Road and entered for their 
football near the bridge.  The original green pay booth is still there.  Unfortunately I have almost no 
period photographs, and only one modern picture is one showing a continuous line of parked cars.  But 
it is a delightful road of just twenty homes, the first four of which were not completed until 1904.

 COURTESY GOOGLE STREETVIEW 

The plan had been for a Royal park opening by 
Prince Albert, Duke of Clarence.  With his death 
in 1892 the role was taken on by cousin Prince 
George, Duke of Cambridge.  Since the park 
was named after the elder son of the future 
Edward VII and Queen Alexandra, the road at 
the north end of the park was named after 
Albert’s younger brother, George Frederick, later 
George V.  George Frederick adopted the title 
Duke of York after the death of his elder brother.

 COURTESY GOOGLE EARTH 

 COURTESY NATIONAL LIBRARY OF SCOTLAND 
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DEALING WITH CONTAGION IN THE 19TH CENTURY

 COURTESY PETER WEBSTER 

 COURTESY NATIONAL LIBRARY OF SCOTLAND 

History has found various ways of distancing 
villagers and town people from their fellows if 
they had, or were suspected of having, a 
contagious disease.  There are known examples 
going back as far as the fourteenth century of 
buildings often known as pest houses.  St 
Peter’s parish, of which we are historically a 
part, had such a house at Smallford, remote 
from the majority of parish’s population.

Unfortunately, it has not been possible to locate 
a picture of the St Peter’s Pest House, 
demolished in the 1920s, which was located just 
to the right of the Rugby Club entrance in 
Oaklands Lane.  The photo to the right is of the 
Odiham house in Hampshire, serving a much 
smaller number of people; ours is thought to 
have been of two storeys and with separate 
accommodation for a keeper or nurse.  Orders 
for food and other essentials were left at the 
gate, together with urgent messages.  Washing 
was undertaken at the house, and the sight of 
clothes drying in the garden would have been a 
signal that all was well.

In the 1890s proposals were aired for a modern 
replacement fever hospital, either on a corner of 
the Hatfield Road Cemetery, possibly near 
Hatfield Road School (now site of the City 
School), or on Bernards Heath.

Sir John Blundell Maple had agreed to pay for it, and so it was he who decided where it would be located. It 
was opened as the Sisters’ Hospital (in memory of his two daughters) in Church Crescent.  Surprisingly no-
one wanted to purchase the old pest house!  The Medical Officer at the time stipulated all furniture and 
fittings must be burned; two decades later the rural council deemed demolition was the only fitting response 
– which, I suppose, is why it is rare to find an extant pest house today.  New terms will soon be a part of the 
modern dictionary in our response to contagion on a pandemic scale: social distancing, shielding, self-
isolation, lockdown.  Contagion is part of our history and therefore part of our vocabulary.

CENTRE WELCOME PLANNED

Fleetville Community Centre has announced the 
preparations it is making for gradually re-opening as soon 
as Government permits and risk assessments are complete.  
While the building has been closed a range of upgrade 
changes have been made to the kitchen, toilets, floors and 
walls.  New and existing groups will surely be impressed 
with what has been achieved in the time.  The non-contract 
work has been undertaken by volunteers.  

Fleetville Diaries has its first meeting due at the end of 
September.  The Centre Manager will be contacting all 
groups with the new temporary rules for access, capacity 
and cleaning.  No doubt more definite news will be available 
in time for the next newsletter.

Ideas for items, pictures, comments – all 
are welcome.  Meanwhile, continue 
enjoying your unique summer.  We’ll 
look forward to meeting each other 
again soon. 
mikeneighbour@mac.com
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