FOOTBALL CLOSE

Imagine that you are at Baldock station and that you walk from the end of the platform
onto the top of the railway bridge over North Road. If you look towards St Mary’s church,
what do you see? In 2006, you would see a jumble of house roofs from North Road, over
Football Close and Orchard Road to Church Street. Imagine now that it is 1867 — how
would the view differ? The answer is in one of the earliest photos of Baldock shown
below.

Methodist -
chapel -
' Church
Sun Street ¥
14-24 Orchard Road o Strec :.
Fy
- __,zt;'i‘- .
! :
4.1l t.'::,-i B 4
abana - l
il it ] |
o GEmmmE i .
=== e e
ZIE== =
: 7 2
3 :
1 ' 6
it 4

To the right is St Mary’s parish church but there is no clock on the north side of the tower
as this was not installed until 1882. Clearly visible is the chimney of the Sun Street
brewery which operated until 1881 but was only demolished in 1997 when Aldridge
Court was built. To the extreme left is the Methodist chapel on Whitehorse Street but its
pepper pot towers are just out of view. Arrowed is the extension built in 1864 for the
Sunday school but later demolished.

When this photo was taken, the middle area in the photo was undergoing redevelopment
because the extensive grounds of Grove House (31, Whitehorse Street) had been sold to
the British Land Company, speculators from London. They, in turn, laid out Orchard
Road and sold the land as plots. Within ten years most of the plots were occupied by “two
up, two down” houses. A terrace of six brand new houses (14-24 Orchard Road) can be
seen in the photo. They were built by James Lambert, a brickmaker from Stotfold. He
bought three plots of land for £98 and erected six cottages.
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Football Close

Perhaps the most fascinating part of this photo is the grassy area in the foreground which
was a pasture known as Football Close. A footpath ran along the far edge (arrowed at [1])
but is now replaced by the road we call Football Close. It still continues as the footpath
through to Meeting House Lane (arrowed at [2]). The arrow at [3] shows the entrance to
Jackson Street which was just a spur off Orchard Road and did not extend to Icknield
Way as it does now.

At [7] are two old cottages which have been replaced by the bungalows at 1 and 3,
Jackson Street. Almost opposite is the newly built pub [6], the Bushell and Strike, now 2
Jackson St. The landlord in 1870 was Simeon Morley. The picket fence in front of the
pub delineates a plot soon filled by two Victorian cottages and now 4 and 6 Jackson
Street. At [4] is a shed and what looks like a model windmill which were on North Road.
Arrowed at [5] is a footpath running diagonally across Football Close.

Everything but Football on Football Close?

The first record of somewhere called Football Close dates from 1567 but this was two
acres on the west side of the High Street. By 1703, Football Close was the name of the
pasture seen in the photo above. It was over three acres stretching from Icknield Way to
Football Close (the modern road) and from North Road to the back of the Quaker
Meeting House, now offices in Meeting House Lane. For many years Football Close was
rented by the landlord of the White Horse Inn and used as pasture for horses. Footpaths,
such as the one arrowed at [5], crossed the pasture and two out of three are still
preserved, firstly, as the alley from Football Close across Jackson Street to Farriers Close
and, secondly, as the alley down the side of the Meeting House to Farriers Close.

We have to presume that the lads of Baldock played football on Football Close but no
records have been found. We do know that it was used for many kinds of public
entertainment. For example, on the evening of May Bank holiday in 1881, a 30 foot
greased pole was erected in Football Close next to the Engine pub. The brave (or foolish)
attempted to climb the pole in order to win a leg of mutton. In July of the same year, a
thousand people gathered for the Primitive Methodists’ annual camp meeting.

In 1886 the pasture was divided up and sold as plots. Football Close (the road) was laid
out and Jackson Street was extended from point [3] in the photo to join up with Icknield
Way. Very few houses were built and they were in yellow brick, known locally as
Arlesey white. This was in contrast to the more locally produced red brick usually used in
Orchard Road twenty years earlier and shows that it was now easier to transport in heavy
materials to Baldock by rail.

The houses built on Football Close, now 3 -17 Icknield Way, have the curious distinction
of having their backs - i.e. kitchens and outhouses - against Icknield Way and their
“fronts” facing their gardens and the alleyway — the opposite pattern to other Victorian
housing in Baldock. This may have arisen as a convenience for the disposal of sewage as
the backs of the houses were built over an old drain that had taken water off North Road
and the pasture for at least two centuries.

© Written by Baldock Museum and Local History Society and reproduced with the kind
permission of the Baldock Mail 2006 Page 2



One notable building on Football Close until last year was the wooden shed occupied by
Rusbridge’s garage. It was built about 1900 as a Salvation Army hall but closed in 1915
as no minister could be found due to the war. From the 1920’s it was the home of
Baldock Scouts. This site is now occupied by six houses, named Rusbridge Court, which
complete the in-filling of Football Close by housing. It has taken exactly 120 years.

I would like to thank Peter Freeman for digitally removing scratches and spots from this
photo which is in the Baldock Museum collection.
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