JOHN WILLIAMSON AND SAMUEL WELLS

Bakers, Bankers, Brewers, Maltsters and Entrepreneurs

The Wells and Williamson families both have Baldock roots. They came together in
1807 to found the Baldock Bank at 3 High Street. This later became the Baldock and
Biggleswade Bank and is now Lloyds TSB.

THE WELLS FAMILY

For many years the origins of Samuel Wells, founder of the well-known brewery in
Biggleswade, have been a mystery. We have traced his roots back to his birth in
Baldock in 1709.

William Wells I (1661-1723) was a baker in High Street, Baldock where Days, the
bakers is now. The premises were passed on to him from his mother so presumably his
father William Wells (1621-1665) held them previously.

His son, William Wells II (c1683-1764) was a farmer at Radwell. He married Priscilla
Foster (c1687-1764) at Biggleswade Parish Church in 1708 but we have been unable to
trace the origins of Priscilla. He inherited the baker’s shop in Baldock.

Samuel Wells the elder (1709-1781) was the son of William Wells II and born in
Baldock. By 1733 he was a gamekeeper to Catherine Pym at Norton & Radwell.

We presume he married his wife Elizabeth before 1742 but we have been unable to trace
the record of this marriage. Judging from her child-bearing years, Elizabeth was at least
ten years younger than Samuel. Her maiden name is unknown but she is mentioned in
the will of her uncle, William King of Caxton, Cambridgeshire, who died in 1753.

Samuel and Elizabeth moved to Ashwell and three of their children were born there. We
do not know what prompted this move but Samuel may have learnt to brew there with
one of the small family breweries associated with the larger houses and farms.

In 1749, he was appointed a Fen Reeve at Biggleswade. The qualification was
ownership of a common right attached to property in the manor. Samuel is mentioned as
a Churchwarden at Biggleswade in 1757 so by then he was well established in the town.

On 13" February 1764 Samuel Wells purchased the Kings Arms in High Street,
Biggleswade (now Lloyds Bank) together with a house, brewhouse and malting situated
immediately behind in Back Lane (now Church Street). As he was described as a brewer
it is possible that he rented the brewery previously.

Coincidentally, his father died in 1764. The inheritance he anticipated may have
persuaded him to buy the brewery, although he still needed a loan of £400 from Ter
Marcia Luke.
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Samuel died in 1781 owning the brewery, former Kings Arms, four public houses and a
house and pasture in Shortmead Street plus the baker’s shop in Baldock.

The children of Samuel and Elizabeth Wells have never been fully described. They
had at least ten children but only one son and four daughters survived beyond their
teenage years.

Three were born at Ashwell: Mary (b1742) married Thomas Green of Ampthill at
Biggleswade in 1765, William (b1745) was buried at Biggleswade aged 17 and John
(b1747) was buried the same year aged 15.

The other children were born in Biggleswade: Elizabeth (b1749) died when only a few
weeks old, a second child called Elizabeth (b1751) married Thomas Gardener in 1769,
Martha (b1753) married William Race of Biggleswade in 1777, Samuel (b1755)
married Frances Hankin of Potton in 1784, Ann (b1759) married Robert Cooch of
Huntingdon in 1782 at Biggleswade, a stillborn child was buried in 1761 and Thomas
(b1764) lived for about seven months.

Samuel Wells the younger (1755-1831) of Biggleswade inherited the Biggleswade
Brewery and the bakery at Baldock from his father. His mother was granted a half share
during her lifetime and there were monetary legacies to his four surviving sisters. On
his mother’s death in 1782 Samuel came into the whole business. The brewery at
Biggleswade continued until 1997 when closed by Greene King.

THE WILLIAMSON FAMILY

John Williamson (1742-1830) was born in Baldock, the sixth of nine children of
William (1710-1759) and Anne (1706-1781). John and his only brother William were
initially bakers, presumably with their father at 16 Whitehorse Street (now replaced by
a modern building housing Magic Moments Photography). John was said to have sold
hot rolls in the street.

John seems to have been quite a phenomenon. He acquired a little property and
borrowed a considerable sum so that he could enter the corn trade in Hitchin, Baldock,
Biggleswade, Letchworth and St Ives. Although successful he was described as “a man
of mean appearance and never well dressed, his breeches much patched” When
attending Hitchin market he often “tied his horse to a post or hurdle in the cattle
market to avoid the expense of putting up”. In 1778 he was described as a maltster and
in later life he farmed a large area.

John Williamson married Elizabeth Wells (1741-1818) of Baldock in 1764. Elizabeth
was well connected: her father’s family had been malting here since at least 1618 and
her mother was the sister of Robert Thurgood, the brewer. Elizabeth’s sisters, Mary
and Sarah, married William Barber and George Fitzjohn, both maltsters of Baldock.
She had no brothers to carry on the family’s own malting business.

We were interested to know if Elizabeth Wells was related to Samuel Wells as
Elizabeth’s husband and Samuel Wells the younger formed the banking partnership in
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1807. We traced Samuel Wells’ family back through 6 generations and Elizabeth’s
family back through 5 generations but they seem completely unrelated. This suggests
that the business partnership was not driven by family connections, just business
convenience.

John and Elizabeth Williamson had four children. Sadly their only son, Thomas Wells
Williamson died aged 18. Sarah married William Alington and much of John’s
property ends up with her son. Elizabeth married John Booth, distiller of Red Lion
Street, Clerkenwell (Booth’s London Gin) and Mary married William Booth from the
same family.

John Williamson died in 1830, worth three quarters of a million pounds.
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