WOMACK’S YARD

Womack’s Yard (above), sometimes corrupted to Womback’s Yard, is situated behind Nos. 23 - 27
Whitehorse Street. Nos. 23-25 (until recently Baldock Insurance Services) is a mock Tudor building
erected about a century ago to replace an earlier structure.

The Womack Family

William Womack came to Baldock about the time of his marriage to Elizabeth Seamer (we would write
Seymour) in 1707. They inherited No. 27 from the Seamer family and, as William was a draper, this was
probably the site of his shop. Elizabeth died in 1715 but William seems to have remarried some time
afterwards to Mary. Neither wife bore him any children according to the parish registers.

William died in 1730 aged 61 but Mary did not follow him until 1768 aged 84. Their drapery business
must have been very profitable as Mary left £100 to support the upkeep of the almshouses as well as
many other bequests.

As well as owning No. 27 Whitehorse St, the Womacks rented Nos. 23 and 25, then a single house, from
the Fifteen Houses Charity. Just like today, there was a common entrance from the street to the yards
behind all three houses. This was probably an ancient arrangement and, as all the properties were
associated with the Womack family, the name Womack’s Yard grew up and stuck. Until the late 18"
century, the property stretched all the way back to Football Close and included some garden ground at
the far end.

Smith’s Yard

The name Womack’s Yard persisted long after the Womacks had gone but in the 1861 census the yard is
called Smith’s Yard. There seem to have been two groups of Smiths associated with this yard, one
relatively wealthy and one not. The wealthier Smiths had been resident at No. 27 for at least twenty
years, beginning with John Smith, the registrar of births and deaths, then William and Ann Smith,
farmers and carriers. The poorer Smiths rented one of the cottages behind Nos. 23 - 25. They were malt-
makers and a gardener.
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Workhouse Yard

Smith’s Yard survived as a name on the 1881 census but in 1891 the name Workhouse Yard was
recorded. The workhouse had been next door at No. 21 Whitehorse St (now the Dine Bangla Indian
restaurant), also owned by the Fifteen Houses Charity, and it probably used the outbuildings behind all
their properties. However, it had closed in 1835 when the Union workhouse was built at Hitchin.
Suddenly using the name Workhouse Yard seems like an echo of the past but could simply be a mistake.
Another echo followed when the name Womack’s Yard was revived in the twentieth century and it is
still in use today.

Victorian Redevelopment
In 1864 the Fifteen Houses Charity applied to the Charity Commission for permission to sell Nos. 21-25
Whitehorse St. The sale particulars have survived and give us a detailed picture of what was to be found
in Womack’s Yard, behind Nos. 23-25:
- Four cottages, each with a wood-barn and a piece of ground, total annual rent £14
- Another cottage with wood barn, wash house and piece of ground
- A timber and tiled building used as a stable and woodshed, with a piece of ground containing a
well and a pump, annual rent £5
- A piece of garden or building land with a brick, timber and tiled building with a brick floor
suitable as a laundry or wash house.

Nos. 23-25, then a single house is shown in photographs of 1860, and was described as having a front
shop, sitting room, three bedrooms, wash-house and pantry. It was rented by Mr Butler, a harness-
maker.

It was not unusual to find cottages in the yards behind the street-front properties. In Victorian Baldock it
was commonplace as there was enormous pressure on housing as people moved from agriculture into
the town and as the population increased. In this respect, the recent development of courts and closes in
Baldock town centre is just a recreation of an old pattern.

The sale of the Charity’s properties into private ownership seems to have stimulated redevelopment of
this site. Nos. 23-25 was demolished and replaced by the mock Tudor building we see today. John
Butler moved next door to No. 21 Whitehorse St where he continued his saddlery and harness-making
business until the First World War.

Remembered for Posterity

Who gets remembered for posterity is often a quirky act of fate. The Womacks were only a small family
who lived here for about sixty years. William Womack was not born in Baldock and neither of his wives
produced children but their legacy remains in the name Womack’s Yard which has survived through
periods when other names were favoured. Let’s hope it continues despite current proposals for re-
development.
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ABOVE: Whitehorse Street in about 1860. The 1861 census tells the occupiers: At the extreme left was
William Boot, the bootmaker (now an estate agents) then Arthur Clark, a carpenter (now the Indian
restaurant). The pointed-roofed building with horse collars outside was a saddlers run by Thomas Cane.
This building was replaced by the mock Tudor building around the turn of the twentieth century. The
entrance to Womack’s Yard is just visible before the houses of Ann Smith, a farmer, and William Smith,
a carrier (now Baldock Hardware).

ABOVE: Whitehorse Street in 2008. This is the same scene as in 1860 but all the buildings have been
modified by the addition of large glass shop fronts and signs. In 1860 people are visible in the
photograph whereas the parked cars dominate today.
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