Under the hammer:
The contents of a grand house in 1822

Baldock is full of fine houses. Wouldn’t it be nice to go back in time, have a look inside and
see the furniture, the china, the silverware and the carpets? Could we get an idea of how
Baldock people lived if we knew about their house contents?

Recently, a catalogue came to light which allows us to do just that. It dates from 1822 when
the house contents of Thomas Wells Fitzjohn were auctioned, following his early death at the
age of 42.

The House

The catalogue does not name the house but it was almost certainly 8 Hitchin Street. The
yellow brick facade is Victorian (see photo) and conceals a much earlier timber frame house.
The clues are the older roof tiles and the red (not yellow) brick chimneys. The entrance for
carriages can be seen which leads to a long thin yard with several extensions to the main
house. In 1822, there was a malting continuing the line of buildings all the way to
churchyard.

ABOVE 8 HltchlnStreet the home of Thomas Wells |t2]0hn

To understand the house contents from 1822, we need to imagine the house before the yellow
brick facade was added. The list of rooms and outbuildings gives us some clues: drawing
room, dining room, kitchen, best bedroom, gentleman’s bedroom, tent bedroom, dressing
room, gentleman’s dressing room, maid servant’s bedroom, cellar, store closet, passage room,
front passage, another passage, counting house, wash house, store room, granaries, chaise
house [for carriages], stables, yard and malting.
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From the cellars to the attics

Thomas was survived by his wife and two daughters. It was usual, at that time, to sell
property to raise the cash to provide for the family. Presumably they had kept any heirlooms
and more personal items so the auction contained the substantial residue of Thomas’s estate.

The auction list is very long. There were 441 items beginning with the kitchen fender (with
its set of fire irons and bellows) and ending with two pointer dogs. The contents of each
room and outbuilding are given, presumably largely as they were on the day that Thomas
Wells Fitzjohn died.

If we could have visited Thomas at home, what would we have seen?

The Drawing Room

The windows were dressed with two sets of French window curtains. These had a handsome
chintz pattern and were bordered, lined with blue and trimmed with a rich silk fringe. The
muslin curtains were bound with blue and fringed.

There was a square end sofa on turned legs, stuffed with curled hair, in fine canvass with
chintz covers. Also, fourteen japanned Grecian chairs with cane seats, hair cushions and
chintz covers. Japanned furniture is found throughout the house and was lacquered in an
oriental style.

A handsome patterned Brussels carpet (18ft by 16 ft) covered the floor with a hearth rug and
other rugs round the room. Heat was provided by a japanned front register stove (3ft 2in wide
and 3ft high). Lighting in the evening was from a set of three and also a pair of handsome
candelabras.

There were two Pembroke tables on turned legs with brass castors, a work table and two card
tables.

The Dining Room

The windows had cotton fringed curtains, with muslin curtains and a sun blind. A Turkey
[Turkish] carpet and a needlework hearth rug covered the floor. There was a set of mahogany
dining tables with rounded ends and leaves to expand it. There were also twelve Spanish
wood Trafalgar chairs with satin-hair seats, a Burgere arm chair on castors with cane back
and seat, a mahogany sideboard and a child’s mahogany table chair. Even three chimney
ornaments and a small candlestick were for sale.

Maid servant’s bedroom

This was not as bare and austere as many of us might imagine as it had a coach-top tent
bedstead with white furniture and a wool mattress. There were two feather beds with bolsters
and pillows, three blankets and a counterpane. She also had a walnut chest of drawers, an
oval looking glass, two bedside carpets, muslin curtains and a sun blind.

Food and drink
In the cellar were 25 gallons of red currant wine, 10 gallons of white currant wine, 16 bottles
of mead and gooseberry wine, 12 bottles of Madeira and sherry plus various casks of beer.

Also in the cellar were 2 ham pans, 4 milk pans, 3 cream pots and a meat safe. They chopped
up their own sugar from a loaf with a hatchet, drank tea (tea caddy, tea pots, tea urn and tea
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service), coffee (coffee pot, coffee service) and chocolate (chocolate pot, chocolate cup and
saucer) and liked jam (24 pots in the store closet). The turnip scoop sounds like something
from Blackadder but the trifle (trifle dish) and blancmange (four moulds) sound more
attractive.

Cooking and dining

In the kitchen were a wide range of pots and pans. The range had two stewing stoves and spit
racks. There was a separate ironing stove with a hot plate to warm the box iron and six flat
irons.

There was an eight day clock in the kitchen and a neat time piece in the passage.

The lists of plate, china, glass and linen are very long. They included 12 white and 12 red
doyleys to match the red and white china, plenty of cut glass, teaspoons with Thomas’s
initials (TWF) on them, gilt egg spoons and salt spoons, a [bone] marrow spoon and
asparagus tongs.

Hobbies and interests

How did Thomas and his family entertain themselves and their guests? Again, there are clues
around the house. In the drawing room, there was a chess board, two card tables and five pool
trays [to keep your stakes in] with the counters. In the dining room was a backgammon board.

Thomas was a shooting man like most landowners as, in his dressing room, there was a
double-barrel gun by Nock in a wainscot case with rods, shot belt etc. In the front passage
was another double barrelled gun by Nock.

His books give an insight into his interests. As a business man with many properties, he
probably frequently consulted the “Law of Landlord and Tenant” and “Excise Laws”.
“Burn’s Justice” was the standard authority on the law relating to justices of the peace and
parish officers. Perhaps Thomas used this in his role as Trustee of the Almshouses and of the
Fifteen Houses charity.

He was interested in travel as he had “Patterson’s Roads™[like a road atlas], “ Robinson’s
Guide to the Lakes” and a mounted Philips map of England.. There was also “Syntax’s
Tour”, “Dance of Death”, “Elegant Extracts” [mentioned by Jane Austin in “Emma”] and
three copies of the Bible.

Perhaps the book that gives the clearest insight into his life is “Anatomy of Melancholy”.
Melancholy included what is now called clinical depression. Perhaps Thomas was trying to
understand and manage his depression using this book. He was not successful, as he took his
own life in 1821.

Maltster and brewer
The range of items for sale was very wide. It even included the dung in the yard, the coal,
firewood, hay, saddlery, a gig and a wagon.

Thomas had been a maltster in Baldock and one of his malting was on this site. For sale were
the malt shovels, a malt quern, a box malt mill, a malt screen together with a large quantity of
malt.
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From 1803 to 1817, he had been a brewer in Hertford which may explain the brewing cooler,
a 90 gallon brewing copper, half a bag of hops and some spruce beer bottles.

In the counting house [like an office] were two new account books, a writing desk and
another portable mahogany writing desk complete with ebony and pewter ink stands.

The day of the sale

We can only imagine the crowd that might have looked round the house on the three sale
days. How many were serious buyers and how many just took the chance of a nose round?
Either way, we know what they saw because the auction list has survived.

The auction list is now in the care of Hertfordshire Archives and Local Studies at County
Hall, Hertford. | would like to thank Roddy and Caroline Pryor, David and Hayley Lloyd for
their help.
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