Royal Connections - Dr A V Baillie
Part 2: life in Baldock; Dr Baillee at St Mary’s House 1944 - 1955

In the last issue of the Baldock Mail, we looked at the life of Dr Albert Victor Baillie — his
first eighty years from 1864 to 1944. His family had served the Royal Family for every
generation since George I1l. He had preached to Queen Victoria and every reigning monarch
since, plus most of the crowned heads of Europe, mostly when he was Dean of Windsor.

St Mary’s House

He resigned as Dean of Windsor after 27 years in 1944 and came to live in St Mary’s House,
Church Street, Baldock. The house is still imposing but in those days the grounds stretched
all the way to Norton Road. There was a huge herbaceous border with young apple trees
either side, and lots of roses. Near the house was a pond and at the far end was a sunhouse
and some walnut trees. The walnuts were stored under a bale of straw in the loft.

Staff

The Dean had a staff of four or five including George Dawson, the butler, and Miss Grubb
the cook. The gardener lived in a thatched house in the grounds and for a time there was an
under gardener whose jobs included bringing in coal and logs for the fires. The Dean took a
personal interest in the staff and helped them when he could.

Character

He is remembered as a fatherly figure by a former choirboy at St Mary’s church and as a
good employer. He was the sort of person who said hello to everyone in the street; there were
no airs and graces despite his illustrious background. I have been told that “Everyone said he
was a good man”.

He retained a youthful enthusiasm to the end of his life, especially over any new possession.
It might be a new friend or a picture he had just bought or a book which its author had sent
him; whatever it was, for the time being, he could hardly talk of anything else.

Daily routine

The Dean always began his day the same way. In 1948, his gardener said “Every morning he
is called at 7.30 and does 30 minutes light exercises before coming out to take me on with the
medicine ball. I used to train Baldock Town Football Club but it is all I can do to keep up
with him. Just look at those strong shoulders he has — they can send over a nasty medicine
ball!'!” Remember that the Dean was aged 84 at the time.

His under gardener also remembers the Dean being keen on the medicine ball, a quite large
heavy ball used in physical training. He recalls that the Dean always looked round his garden
in the morning, then stood on the front steps of St Mary’s House surveying the scene in
Church Street before taking a walk.

Links to the church

The Dean had been ordained back in 1888 and every Sunday, he put his cloak on and swirled
through the churchyard to St Mary’s parish church. The Rector at the time was Louis Philip
Smith but the Dean often took the service or gave the sermon.
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At Windsor Castle, the Dean had taken a particular interest in the Guardsmen stationed there
and this interest continued during the war when he was very involved with the army parades
and services for troops billeted in Baldock.

On the wall of the north aisle in Baldock church is a statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary and
child Jesus. It is by Sir William Reid-Dick and was given to the Dean by the Friends of St
George’s Chapel, Windsor on his retirement, in memory of all his work ensuring the
restoration of the chapel. The statue was given to Baldock church by his son. A plaque
underneath reads “To the memory of Albert Victor Baillie DD KCVO 1864-1955, Dean of
Windsor 1917-1944, who enjoyed the last years of his life with his friends in Baldock.”

Visitors

The Dean was a very sociable man and had visitors from all over the world. He also made
many friends in Baldock. One was Billy Sale, the farmer, already aged 99 when the Dean
came to Baldock. Billy Sale lived in Hillcrest on London Road (known to many of us as
Rentokil House), and the Dean visited him every week or two.

Another was Bert Charter, the Treasurer of Baldock Urban District Council, who often
visited him at home. The Dean gave Mr Charter a signed copy of his autobiography “My
First Eighty Years” to commemorate his first visit.

The Dean’s son, always respectfully called “Mr Ian” by the staff, also visited every couple of
weeks.

Queen Mary

Queen Mary, who knew the Dean well, is said to have visited several times and his under-
gardener still recalls one occasion. The Dean had a favourite chair in his study that he always
sat in with his back to the window. No one else ever sat in that chair. However, one morning,
the under-gardener glanced through the window and saw a feather sticking up. He couldn’t
imagine who might be allowed to sit in the Dean’s favourite chair so he asked the staff in the
kitchen. They replied that it was the Queen Mother, meaning Queen Mary. That explained it!
You would have to give up your chair to Royalty.

Birthday party

In August 1948, the Dean held a huge party in the garden to mark both his 84" birthday and
five years of living in Baldock. A huge marquee was erected and 400 people were invited.
They included all the residents of Church Street, all his other Baldock friends and a wide
range of friends and colleagues from his past.

The Dean told the Citizen newspaper reporter on the day “They are all here and it is a
wonderful feeling to see them. They little know what wonderful memories they bring back to
me. Over there is a man whom | taught in my bible class in the 1890s, and that lady over
there is the daughter of my old tutor before | went to Cambridge. There are two of my first
curates here (indicating two grey haired clergymen) and that is my old chauffeur — we were
great friends.”
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Above: The bird bath neare top of the steps into Avenue Park. It is inscribed “Presented to
the Rev. A V Baillie by his neighbours and friends 6" August 1948”.

Birdbath

To mark the occasion, his Baldock friends presented the Dean with a stone bird bath for his
garden. The Dean told the newspaper “It is just what | needed for my garden and | am really
delighted with it and the thought which inspired it. They know how fond I am of the garden
and how much time | spend there. | was really touched. Baldock people are the friendliest
and kindest people | have ever met and | have really enjoyed living in this town. It is the
perfect place to have retired to.”

In his will, the Dean asked for the birdbath to be moved to Avenue Park where it was placed
near the top of the steps. It is still there (see photo above).

1953 coronation

Above: St ry’s Hose, ecrated by Dr Baillie for the Coronation in 1953. It included
three gold crowns on each window box.

The Dean had been domestic chaplain to George VI so he must have known the young
Princess Elizabeth. On her coronation in 1953, he was involved in the celebrations in
Baldock. He was a Patron of the Baldock Coronation Celebrations and prepared a Coronation
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prayer which was printed in the souvenir programme. His house was beautifully decorated
with Union Jacks and gold crowns

Obituary

The Dean was ill for a while before he passed away in 1955 aged 91. His lengthy obituary in
the Times ended with “It is not as an ecclesiastic that Albert Baillie will be remembered. But
his memory will be widely cherished as that of a magnificent friend with a childlike heart —
assuredly the tribute which he himself would have counted best of all.”

I would like to thank Charles Dilley, Gilbert Gray and Sally Turner for sharing their
memories of the Dean.
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