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THE  MANOR  HOUSE 

 
ABOVE: The Manor House in January 2006 following more than a year of renovation inside and 

out. 

 

 

The much anticipated renovation of the Manor House has been completed so it seems appropriate 

to celebrate by describing the history of the house. What remained of the ornamental railings and 

gate posts has gone but may be restored in the future. 

 

A Capital Messuage 

By 1730, the site had been acquired by the influential Sparhawke family. William Sparhawke 

demolished the old dwellings and built himself a grand mansion. In typical legal language, it is 

described in 1740 as "A Capital Messuage (meaning a large dwelling house) together with 

brewhouse, stable [and] woodhouse.  It was common for large households to brew their own beer 

so the presence of a brewhouse is not unusual. Unfortunately, William Sparhawke lived for only a 

few more years and his widow let the house to tenants. 

 

Scandal ! 

Although the Earls of Salisbury had their main residence at Hatfield House, they also owned a 

substantial mansion at Quickswood just outside Baldock. The sixth Earl, known as "the wicked 

Earl", lived there as a recluse with his mistress, Mary Grave, and their seven illegitimate children. 

This relationship had begun before his marriage in 1745 and, within a few years, he had separated 

from his wife who went to live in London with their legitimate son and daughters. A visitor 

described the Earl: "he lives upstairs surrounded by old trunks and boxes and scattered books. 

Well or ill, he never quits his chamber, never sees or converses with any but his old Dame as he 

calls her and his physician who occasionally visits him. The servants are old and rusty like the 

dwelling". 

 

In 1780 the Earl died and his only legitimate son inherited the title. He demolished Quickswood 

and disposed of the land presumably because it was such an unpleasant reminder of his father's 

scandalous behaviour. Mary Grave, came to reside at the Manor House. She was well provided 

for as she received £50,000 plus jewellery, silver and furniture from Hatfield House. Their 

children received a further £43,000. These bequests were unsuccessfully contested by the seventh 

Earl. 
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Mary Grave 

Mary Grave had purchased the Manor House for £800 back in 1769 and expanded the grounds by 

buying land through to Clothall Road. We can catch a glimpse of her lifestyle through the items 

she left in her will. There was the silver chocolate pot from which she would have poured her 

drinking chocolate as she sat on the yellow damask settee. The clock, which stood in an alcove on 

the staircase, was precious enough to be mentioned specifically. 

 

Mary Grave lived there until her death in 1789. The Gentleman's Magazine recorded it as 

follows:"GRAVE. At Baldock, after a lingering illness, Mrs Grave, the well known favourite of 

the late Lord Salisbury and mother of the late rector[s] of Hatfield and Clothall". 

 

The Grave Family 

The public openness of Mary Grave's relationship extended to giving their children the Earl's 

family name, Cecil, as a middle name. In addition, he bestowed the livings of two churches on his 

sons: William Cecil Grave was rector of Hatfield and Thomas Cecil Grave was rector of Clothall. 

James Cecil Grave inherited the Manor House from his mother and lived there until his death in 

1820. A memorial in Clothall church commemorates the three brothers. A further memorial in 

Baldock church commemorates James, his wife Elizabeth, daughter Mary Cecil Cowell and her 

husband John Cowell. It was Mary who inherited the Manor House and lived there until just 

before her death in 1832.                                                                                              

 

Links to the Brewery 

The High Street brewery was adjacent to the Manor House and run by brothers John and Morris 

Pryor. John lived in the Brewery House (now Clare House) on the other side of the brewery and 

Morris Pryor bought the Manor House. 

 

In 1853, the Pryors sold the brewery to the Simpsons but Morris Pryor retained the Manor House. 

He remained active in the town as a Justice of the Peace, Guardian of the Poor and landowner until 

his death in 1871. The Manor House was inherited by his daughter, Louisa Mary, who married the 

Reverend John Cotton-Browne in 1872. They lived in the house briefly but it was usually let out 

to tenants. 

 

Recent History and "The Wotsanames" 

After the First World War, like many of Baldock's grand houses, the Manor House often stood 

empty. Just before the Second World War, Mr and Mrs O'Brien moved in. 

 

In "Baldock Voices", their son recalls that "In 1939, a man arrived at the front door and wanted 

to see Mother. He said 'I understand you do shows. .... War has started and we know that there 

will be a lot of troops billeted in Hertfordshire in very small units, running searchlights and anti-

aircraft guns. ENSA does not go to units under 250 men and we're worried about the entertaining 

of them. We want to organise it so that the people of Hertfordshire will do shows for them - would 

you be prepared?'  So Mother said 'Oh, yes - we can do a concert - there'll be no problems there'. 

 

One of the participants in the concert parties also had vivid recollections: "When I think back to 

Mrs O'Brien, how she had us all in that Manor House - the door was always open for us - night 

after night. I said that we should call ourselves the 'Wotsanames' because nobody can ever 

remember the name of anybody and it just stuck”. 

 

More recently the Manor House has been a doctor’s surgery then the offices of Simkins solicitors 

with flats above. It now houses the offices of North Hertfordshire Homes. 
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The name “Manor House” 

The directory of 1878 is the first record of the name. It seems to be part of a growing trend to give 

the big houses names where they never had one before. As far as we know, the Manor House was 

never the home of the Lord of the Manor so the name was probably chosen just because it sounded 

superior. 

 

 

 

 
ABOVE: The view from the arched window of the Manor House in January 2005 to the former 

Angel Inn opposite. 

 

 

 
ABOVE: Decorative coving in one of the rooms downstairs in January 2005 before restoration 

began 


