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The event was recently held at St Mary’s Parish Church in the centre of Luton on June 6th. The 
theme was ‘Luton’s Heritage: Made and Shaped’.  

The talks focussed on the diverse forces which shaped the development of the town from the late 
Medieval through to Modern Times. The range of talks looked at the industries that evolved, the 
families that were prominent in the community and the influence of those families on the church 
and the railway network. 

The history of George Street, Luton’s Town Centre,     Paul Hammond 

The embryonic layout of the town was stressed and reflected a small population. The position of 
the two estates  at Luton Hoo and Stockwood meant that any development to the south of the 
town was stifled. For centuries, the focus of the town was centred on George Street.  

The drawings and early photographs of the 
street show how the buildings were moulded to 
meet both industrial and retail/commercial  
functions. Typically, the front of a premises 
might be oHices or retail outlets whilst behind 
the scenes you had the suppliers of raw 
material and the  manufacturing.  

Most prominent were the straw plait 
merchants and the hat manufacturers, their 
carts of straw or finished products were often 
seen in the street where the signages were 
flattened against the wall so they did not impede the highly ladened carts. 

The Street was also the centre of the community and as such, was used for announcing election 
results, the parades of soldiers setting oH and returning from the war front, political protest 
including riots which did significant damage to some of the buildings including famously, the Town 
Hall. The photographs of the crowds congregating in George Street show everyone wearing a hat 
of some description. 



Luton Made: Vauxhall,        Toni Fielding & Aisha Hassan 

Thanks to funding from the National Lottery Heritage Fund, a project has been set up to celebrate 
the history of Vauxhall Motors here in Luton. The focus was on collecting the oral histories from 
many previous employees to bring to life the everyday experiences of the workforce. The 
individuals and families involved covered all 
aspects from the Design Studio through to 
the assembly line workers. Where possible 
any archival materials or personal artefacts 
were collected to be part of an exhibition 
which is currently running at Stockwood 
Discovery Centre. It is said ‘that when 
Vauxhall sneezes, Luton catches a cold’ .  

The comments from the oral histories 
clearly show the  extent of the impact of 
Vauxhall on the town in terms of both its 
demand on the land and its contribution to 
the social health and wealth of the 
population. 

 

 

The Leigh Family at Luton Hoo and their involvement in the Railways of Luton,  
Felicity Brimblecombe 

The Leigh family were the owners of the Luton Hoo estate in the nineteenth century. John Shaw 
Leigh had added to his personal wealth through investment in the early developments of the 
railway network. His influence led to the positioning on two separate railway stations close to the 
Hoo estate on the parallel tracks, from diHerent railway companies, which led into the capital.   

Leigh used these  somewhat remote stations to transport cattle from his new model farm into the 
market at Smithfield. This was considerably quicker than the drover’s route and did not require the 
animals to be fattened up on arrival.  

The stations were also used by the 
Leigh family and the visitors to the 
Luton Hoo estate. The Prince of Wales 
used both stations in his visits during 
1878 and 1886. The Luton Hoo station 
forecourt was unusually covered by a 
canopy to protect carriages delivering 
passengers from Luton Hoo House. 

 

 



 

The Power of Church Patronage to shape the Social History of a Town 1763-
1896,     Peter Adams 

The advowson, the right to appoint the vicar , at St Mary’s Church was held by Morcar, the priest, 
during the reign of Edward the Confessor. It was also held by the Earl of Gloucester before passing 
to Sir Robert Napier, Lord of the Manor of Luton in 1623. Since then it has closely followed the 
ownership of the Luton Hoo estate. The sale of the estate to John Stuart, the 3rd Earl of Bute, on his 
resignation as Prime Minister in 1763, made him and his descendants  the patron of the church for 
a significant period.   

The position came with a not insignificant sum of wealth including the vicarage and nearby 
farmland. With the normal degree of nepotism, John appointed members of his family to the post 
of vicar. His nephews were the main beneficiaries. The church went through a decline as the 
appointed incumbents neglected their duties and left day-to-day operations to the curate. This 
period coincided with an expansion of Nonconformism in the town. 

 The incumbents even disliked the location of the vicarage and moved their families to Copt Hall 
which was on higher ground away from the river. They were eventually called ‘The Five Missing 
Vicars’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The conference was drawn to a conclusion with a guided tour of the Church looking at the 
monuments and chapels and the unique baptistry where the font is enclosed within an impressive 
canopy where the family and godparents can all fit inside. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Societies represented at the conference: 
 
Ampthill & District Archaeological & Local History Society 
Ampthill & District Preservation Society 
Bedford Architectural, Archaeological & Local History Society 
Bedford Association of Tour Guides 
Bedfordshire Archives 
Beds and Herts Historic Churches Trust 
Bedfordshire Family History Society 
Bedfordshire Gardens Trust 
Bunyan 400 
Dunstable & District Local History Society 
Leighton Buzzard & District Archaeological & Historical Society 
Luton Music 
Luton & District Historical Society 
Potton History Society 
Sharnbrook Local History Group 
Shillington History Society 
St Albans & Hertfordshire Architectural & Archaeological Society 
Tempsford Museum and Archives 
 

Plus a number of BLHA Individual members. 

Des Hoar 
Chairman, Bedfordshire Local History Association 


