THE TRANTERS AND TRANTER’S YARD

Next time you’re sitting in the queue for the traffic lights in Whitehorse Street, take a
look to the left at Tranter’s Yard. This is the one between Grove House, an impressive
Georgian mansion, and Florin, the pine furniture shop. The yard is long and narrow
and houses a series of buildings of widely ranging age along both sides. Grove House
was one of the principal homes of the Fitzjohn family (pronounced “Fidgen” just like
the surname St John is pronounced “Sinjen”). They were wealthy maltsters who
prospered in Baldock throughout the 18" and 19" centuries. Florin occupies what
remains of one of their maltings. There was, until about 1860, an impressive gateway

to the yard with a room over it.

But who were the Tranters? The earliest known Tranter in this area was Joseph, a
screwmaker then shopkeeper and Quaker in Ashwell from at least 1768 —1778.
Another Joseph Tranter (born 1787 in Baldock) was working in Baldock by 1806. He
ran a wine and spirit merchants with his brother John in the High Street. The brothers
gave up this business in 1839 but Joseph continued as an insurance agent, stationer

and bookseller in the High St although this was, in part, his wife’s business.

John (born 1776 in Ashwell) became the clerk at Pryor’s High Street brewery and
lived adjacent to the Brewery House, now called Clare House. John was held in high
esteem by John Izard Pryor. On Rent Day in January 1849 Pryor comments in his
diary “We sat down twenty nine to dinner. All appeared very happy and enjoyed their
good cheer. John Tranter my old clerk at the brewery was one of the party”. John was

then aged 73 and had travelled to Walkern to dine with his former employer.

John began the long Tranter family association with brewing in this area. Joseph’s
eldest son, also Joseph (born 1809 in Baldock) was probably the Joseph Tranter,
brewer, mentioned in Pryor’s diary in 1837. Alfred Pryor, his son, was to be trained in
all aspects of the brewing trade and was instructed “to acquire knowledge of brewing
by getting up to brew with Mr Tranter”. From 1838, Joseph was brewer at

Biggleswade.
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Joseph’s second son, Benjamin (born 1810 in Baldock) was brewer at Setchey near
Kings Lynn. This brewery had been owned by Cornelius Pateman Herbert, the
husband of Anne Fitzjohn, both of whom had moved back to Anne’s family home at
Grove House, Baldock. The significance of this for Tranter’s Yard will become
clearer later. Benjamin followed the Herberts and was brewer in Baldock by 1851,

presumably at Pryor’s brewery although he lived at 18 Church Street.

Joseph’s third son, Charles (born 1813 in Baldock), replaced his brother as brewer at
Setchey. Charles’ branch of the family remained in Norfolk although several of his
granddaughters returned to the Baldock area. They included Jessie Augusta Tranter
(later Bramwell) (born 1868), a headmistress in Letchworth, and Eliza Mabel Tranter
(born 1880), a teacher at Park Street Girls School from 1899 until her early death of
tuberculosis in 1902. The children “liberally subscribed to send a cross on the day of
their Teacher’s funeral”. Her sister, Ellen Percival Tranter (born 1883) was a teacher
at the Infants School in Park Street and later at the Girls School. Strict school rules
did not allow teachers to be married forcing her to quit her job the week before her
marriage to John Edward Llewelyn in 1907. The pupils bought her *“an oak tray and

various small individual gifts”.

These are just some of the connections between Baldock and the Tranter family.
However, none of these gave their name to Tranter’s Yard. This honour belongs to
Fanny Tranter and her story is a lesson in the difficulties faced by young widows who

suddenly had to provide for themselves.

Fanny (born 1817 in Newington, Middlesex) was the wife of Benjamin Tranter. As a
brewer he had a respectable job with a respectable income. However, he died about
1853 leaving Fanny with five small children. We know from the 1851 census that she
had taught her daughters at home so, after working for a few years as a milliner, she
turned her teaching ability to good account by founding a school to provide herself
with an income. The school was briefly in the High Street but moved to Grove House
by 1862. Presumably her late husband’s connection with the Herberts of Grove House
through the Setchey brewery helped secure her this place for her school. It flourished
so, by 1871, it was home to four governesses (including two of her daughters),

seventeen boarding pupils plus a cook and housemaid as well as day pupils. It catered
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for a superior clientele — the daughters of well-to-do farmers, professionals and the

wealthier tradesmen. The girls came from as far away as Carlisle.

By 1881, the school was run by Mrs Esther Player as Fanny had moved to Broadwater
in Sussex to run another girls boarding school. Interestingly, one of the pupils there
was Frank Ruscoe, born in 1872 at Baldock. Fanny’s name remains immortalised at
Tranter’s Yard, part of the school that she founded. In 1908, there were still
memorials to the Tranters in the Quaker burial ground in Meeting House Lane. The
school, later known as Grove House School, survived until 1951 and is remembered

by many in the town.

Tranters Yard adjacent to Grove House in Whitehorse Street in 2005.
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