
The Churchgate Regeneration Zone is a Council-owned 
site in the heart of Hitchin town centre. 

North Hertfordshire Council is undertaking the next exciting 
phase of consultation on the Churchgate regeneration 
project.  Following the initial consultation undertaken in 
December 2022, the Council is seeking further detailed 
feedback on your current use and perceptions of the town 
centre, what you believe its strengths and weaknesses are, 
and what you would like to see delivered in the future.

Your feedback will help inform and shape a vision for the 
regeneration of Churchgate that meets the needs of everyone 
- the Council, community, and key stakeholders. 

The following boards look at the Churchgate Regeneration 
Zone’s past, present, and future. 

They tell the story of how the town and Churchgate centre 
has grown and developed over the centuries, how it is 
currently used, and its important role as a place to live, shop, 
work, visit and enjoy.   

Today we are specifically seeking feedback on your priorities 
and aspirations for its future. 

Together, we can plan and create a space in the heart of the 
town that reflects the spirit and needs of everyone in North 
Herts. Join us in contributing and making Churchgate a 
fantastic destination that we can all be proud of!

We want to hear from you! Use the following QR code to fill 
in our survey. We are seeking feedback on your current use of 
the town centre, its strengths and weaknesses and the vision 
for the future of the Churchgate Regeneration Zone.

Should you need this in an alternative 
format (e.g., braille, larger format, 
community languages) and for any 
other enquiries, please contact us at: 
churchgate.regen@north-herts.gov.uk 

Welcome 



August 2022:
Council purchase The Churchgate leasehold.

December 2022: 
The Council carries out an initial online public consultation survey 
to help inform the future thinking and vision for the Churchgate 
Regeneration Zone. 

June 2023: 
Council commissions property, planning and regeneration experts - 
Lambert Smith Hampton - to advise on the Churchgate Regeneration 
Zone opportunity. 

January 2024: 
Council commissions masterplanners – Leonard Design - as part of 
their wider project team. 

May 2024: 
Council attend UKREiiF (a major UK regeneration and real estate 
conference) to market the investment opportunities in North 
Hertfordshire and Hitchin to potential developers and investors. 

November 2024: 
The Council will share the feedback and key comments from the public 
consultation on the Churchgate website page.

December 2024: 
The Council will take on board the feedback from the consultation, and 
our consultants’ advice, to agree the high-level vision and preferred 
pathway for the delivery of the Churchgate Regeneration Zone. 

2025-2026:
Working in partnership with the selected development partner, the 
Council will prepare a masterplan application for the Churchgate 
Regeneration Zone. This will be subject to further consultation with the 
community and key stakeholders. 

1971:
The Churchgate Centre opens.  Market relocated from Market Place to 
Biggin Lane.

1920's:
Slum clearances of the Queen Street area (1924 to 1930) forms the new 
St Mary’s Square car park.

November 2022:
The Council appoints the Project Board to oversee the potential 

regeneration of the Churchgate Centre. 

February 2023: 
The initial survey findings are posted onto the Council's dedicated 

Churchgate website. 

November 2023:
The Council's Cabinet approves the next steps in the regeneration of 

the Churchgate Centre. 

April 2024:
Investment Prospectus prepared to help promote the town centre and 

Churchgate Regeneration Zone to potential investors. 

2025:
The Council will seek to procure a development partner to help deliver 

the development of the Churchgate Regeneration Zone. 

September to October  2024:
The Council launches the next important stage of consultation to help 

further inform and shape the vision for the Churchgate Regeneration 
Zone. 

The Churchgate Centre has several different owners.  Different plans to 
redevelop the centre were never implemented.

“We are thrilled to be leading 
on this ambitious, regeneration 
project alongside our 
community. This is a fantastic 
opportunity for the Council to 
deliver a new scheme that will 
benefit everyone in the District 
and beyond.” 

Councillor Daniel Allen, 
Leader of North Herts Council. 
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Churchgate Regeneration Zone



Dating back to at least the 7th century, Hitchin grew 
significantly during the medieval period, thanks 
to its thriving wool trade and strategic location on 
important trade routes. 

By the 12th century, Hitchin had established itself as a 
market town, and St. Mary’s Church became a notable 
landmark, reflecting the town’s prosperity. 

The arrival of the railway in the 19th century spurred 
further growth, transforming Hitchin into a commuter 
town while retaining its historic charm. 

Today, Hitchin is known for its well-preserved medieval 
and Georgian architecture, vibrant market, and rich 
cultural heritage.

Hitchin’s Eighteenth Century: Progress and Prosperity 

By 1700 Hitchin was Hertfordshire’s second largest town 
after St Albans. The next century would bring, overall, 
unprecedented prosperity as rising population, agricultural 
improvement, better communications and commercial 
expansion transformed the economy: Hitchin shared in 
these changes. In 1724 Daniel Defoe observed ‘Hitchin is a 
large market town, and particularly eminent for its being a 
great corn market for wheat and malt…which is brought 
here for the London market’. Many of Hitchin’s timber 
framed buildings, dating from the 14th and 15th centuries, 
had seen refurbishment in the late 17th century and now 
received classically proportioned frontages of local brick in 
another wave of improvement.  The town developed as 
something of a health resort with clean air away from 
London and spa springs at Charlton; the inns prospered and 
direct coach services were established to London, Bedford, 
Kettering and Leeds and turnpike roads improved access to 
Welwyn and Bedford. The droving of cattle for the London 
market, especially from Scotland (The Highlander still 
survives), also brought new trade. In 1762 William Toldervy recorded a ‘large, well built and very populous’ 
town. During the 18th century the Manor Court declined in importance and local government focused more 
on the Parish Vestry. Non-Conformists, especially Quakers, laid foundations in Hitchin business and services 
and also became prominent in good works and local affairs more generally. As the century progressed the 
importance of wool production declined, that of grain and especially malting increased. 

Somewhat unusually, Hitchin’s large medieval open fields were not ‘enclosed’ during the 18th century push 
for agricultural improvement, most likely because a relatively large number of small to middling landholders 
had nothing to gain by giving up their common rights. These middling sorts, supported by the Duke of 
Bedford, resisted the interest in enclosure of the larger holders such as the Radcliffes of Hitchin Priory.  The 
largest holders also had key interests, in both land and trade, outside the town which reduced their incentive 
to force the issue. Some of them did, however, manage to consolidate their larger holdings - removing them 
from the obligations of common rights - within the workings of Hitchin’s surviving medieval manorial 
system. 

Hitchin’s Nineteenth Century: a classic country Market Town 

Hitchin remained one of Hertfordshire’s largest urban centres in 1800 with a population of about 3,000 being 
surpassed only by St Albans, Hertford and Ware and Watford. By 1850 it had some impressive densities of 
‘infilling’ and notorious slums; overcrowding was particularly severe by then as the population had reached 

over 7,000 through rapid natural 
increase and migration resulting from 
labour saving agricultural changes in 
the surrounding areas.  As a long 
established local centre Hitchin also 
benefited from an increased national 
momentum for greater administrative 
efficiency and centralisation and for 
economic specialisation. For example 
in 1834 a gas works was opened and 
Hitchin was designated centre of a 
Poor Law Union for a large portion of 
northern Hertfordshire; in 1840 it 
acquired a local hospital; and in 1846 
became home to Ransoms’ new 
factory for pharmaceutical products.  
In the 1820s a ‘New Town’ was 
founded at Hitchin Hill but otherwise 
it was another twenty years more Market Place including (to left) the Corn Exchange 

The Sun coaching inn 
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population of the town died. Recovery 
looks to be slow but, in time, returned 
prosperity was reflected in the 
embellished fabric of the parish church 
at the hands of local lords and rich 
wool merchants. Links to London’s 
wealth also helped. The merchants 
founded a guild, the Fraternity of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary, marked by the 
change of dedication of the parish 
church to St Mary.  

Instabilities emerged during the civil 
Wars of the Roses. In 1452 about 200 
Hitchin men joined the Duke of York’s 
rebellious army confronting the 
Lancastrian King Henry VI and the 

town suffered in consequence. In 1461 a Lancastrian Army, including Scots and northerners inclined to loot 
and pillage, passed Hitchin uncomfortably close on the Icknield Way en route to fight the Yorkists at St 
Albans.  Peace was restored, uniting the Houses of York and Lancaster, under Henry Tudor.    

Hitchin’s Tudors and Stuarts 

Henry VII’s success brought more certainty, solidity and reconciliation to the way England was governed. 
But the actions of his son Henry VIII, in breaking with Rome to establish an independent Church of England 
and in dissolving religious houses, initiated major impacts on the way people lived. In Hitchin both the 
Priory and the Gilbertine house were abolished and their buildings, land and resources sold off. Both 
monasteries were relatively small and poor but their symbolic end was important and their demise did 
provide new opportunities. The Radcliffe family soon bought the Priory, holding it into the 1960s; the Biggin 
was eventually bequeathed by Joseph Kempe as almshouses which it remains today. Trinity College 
Cambridge took on lands from Elstow Abbey connected with the parish church, a role that also partly 
survives today. New charities emerged to provide for the poor and for education and town centre sites were 
redeveloped. In St Mary’s a less elaborate form of worship (in English not Latin) became the norm, a 
Protestant trend eventually consolidated under Queen Elizabeth I; this may be when the statues of the saints 
on the font lost their heads.   

Throughout all these major changes Hitchin retained its status as a key market and commercial centre and its 
population continued to grow. Local prosperity, even allowing for such changes as the emergence of more 
middlemen, was reinforced in farming and wool but was also supplemented with the expansion of malting 
and brewing. By now the town’s reputation for barley malt prompted Queen Elizabeth I’s reputed retort to a 
Spanish nobleman who was extolling the virtues of his country’s vineyards – ‘My Hitchin grapes surpass 
them, or those of any country’.  

Queen Elizabeth’s long reign passed into that of King James VI and I. After 1625 James’ son Charles I’s 
High Anglicanism and his attraction to the Divine Right of Kings collided with hardening strands of 
Puritanism and Parliamentary independence which, after a religious clash in Scotland, precipitated the onset 
of the British Civil Wars. Traditional authority was challenged in a ‘world turned upside down’. In Hitchin a 
rising independent spirit fed Puritanism and republicanism. The town lay on the western boundary of the 
politico-military Eastern Association which underpinned the Parliamentary cause.  At this time St Mary’s 
Church likely lost more of its statues, traditionally Cromwell and key Puritan commanders met at The Sun 
Inn, Hitchin men went off to fight for the Parliamentary cause and troops mustered at Mount Garrison. 
Hitchin was lucky enough not to suffer major physical damage during the Civil Wars and being on the 
winning side probably did its local role and prosperity no harm. Locally, deep dissenting roots were set 
which survived the Restoration of Charles II and were typified by the local activities of John Bunyan and the 
organisation of Hitchin’s Baptists, Independents and the growing influence of Quakers. These Non-
Conformist influences after the Glorious Revolution, the accession of William and Mary in 1689 and the 
subsequent Toleration Act, were to become of increased importance to the town into the 18th and 19th 
centuries.  

The parish church of St Mary 
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The Past: Hitchin’s Rich History
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The ancient Icknield Way 
passes immediately to 
the North with evidence 
of Roman activity at the 
settlement. 

The origins of the town 
can be traced back to the 

Saxon tribe named the 
‘Hicce’ in the 7th Century.

In 792AD the Mercian 
King Offa established a 
Benedictine house here, 
the precursor to the 
church of St Mary. Hitchin is recorded in 

the Domesday Book 
as a Royal Manor, ‘Rex 

Willelmus tenet Hiz’, 
translated to: ‘King 

William holds Hitchin’, 
with 600 inhabitants.
The market was likely 

established prior to 1066.

Hitchin Priory was 
founded as a Carmelite 
Friary in 1317.

The Biggin was 
established as a 
Gilbertine monastery in 
1361.

Hitchin thrived on grain, 
sheep, cattle, cloth-

making, brewing, tanning 
and other industries. 

Later expanding to 
malting and brewing.

In the 18th Century 
Hitchin experienced 
unprecedented 
prosperity driven by rising 
population, agricultural 
improvement, and better 
links via the railway.

In 1850 the Great 
Northern Railway placed 
Hitchin on the main route 

between London and 
the North. The Corn 
Exchange attracted 

merchants from as far 
away as Liverpool with 

grain moved by train. 

During the 20th century 
neighbouring towns such 
as Luton and Stevenage 
have increased 
their importance as 
commercial and shopping 
destinations; but Hitchin 
has maintained its niche 
position as an attractive 
and prosperous market 
town.
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The Past: The Churchgate Regeneration Zone
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Any regeneration of the Churchgate Centre must be mindful of the important role of other key towns in North 
Hertfordshire and Hertfordshire – including Letchworth Garden City, Baldock, Royston and Stevenage - to ensure that it 
complements the area’s wider offer and economy.

The Present: North Hertfordshire



The Present: Hitchin Town Centre



The Churchgate Regeneration Zone (CRZ) is a Council-
owned site in the heart of Hitchin town centre. 
 
The site is located next to the town’s historic Market Place 
and wraps around the Grade I listed St Mary’s Church and its 
churchyard. 
 
The CRZ extends to over 5 acres and includes:  
 
•	 The 1970’s Churchgate Shopping Centre; 
•	 The 800 year old open-air charter market; and
•	 4 surface car parks.
 
The River Hiz also runs through and under the site. 
 
Respecting the history of Hitchin, the CRZ offers an exciting 
opportunity to improve and transform the eastern edge of the 
town centre. 
 
The regeneration of Churchgate and the surrounding area has 
policy support in the North Hertfordshire Council Local Plan.

The Present: Churchgate Regeneration Zone



Across all age groups the top priorities for the Churchgate Centre 
Regeneration Zone were focused on retail, the market, and food & beverage 

offers.

Question 1: 
What are your priorities for the Churchgate area of Hitchin?

The previous consultation ran from 5th December 2022 to 5th February 2023.
There were a total of 1,482 responses to two main questions, outlined below: 

(n=1,031)

(n=186)

Question 2: 
Is there anything else you would like to tell us? 

What are your other priorities?

Retail 

Market

Food & Beverage

Arts & Culture

Entertainment

Community Space 

Leisure

Open Spaces

Healthcare

Residential

no. of responses

Retail

Cinema

Food and Beverage

Design

Art

Youth Attractions

Sustainability

Greenery

Historic Value

Parking

no. of responses

(n=607)

Market Conservation
Retail Variety

Design & Architecture
Dining Variety

Local Business Support
Cinema

Sense of Community
Residential Uses

Youth Attractions
Parking Availability

River Access 
Seating Options

Indoor Spaces

no. of  responses

To conserve 
and renovate 

the market.

To encourage 
more small 

and local 
businesses.

To have a more 
diverse range of 
retail and dining 

options.

A cinema.

A town 
centre 

cinema.

Respecting Hitchin’s 
historic architectural 
style while improving 

the Churchgate’s 
appearance.

To have more artisanal and craft 
stores alongside high-street 

brands, cafés, restaurants, bars 
and grocery stores. 

All age groups want:

Prominent proposals include:

Indoor 
market /  food 

markets.

Enhancing open 
spaces with greenery, 

seating and shade.

More 
restaurants 

and bars.

The Present: What you told us before
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Churchgate Shopping Centre
The Market
St Mary’s Car Park
Portmill East Car Park
Portmill West Car Park
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Enhance the  
River Hiz.

Provide a mix 
of commercial, 
cultural, arts 
and community 
facilities.

Revitalise the 
Market.

Improve 
connectivity 
across Hitchin 
Town Centre.

Provide a 
range of new 
and affordable 
homes.

There is 
significant 
potential to:

The Present: Opportunities



Outlined below are a number of different precedents for markets and market halls.
Please choose your favourite three images that you think would be most appropriate for Hitchin on the sheets provided. The top 
options selected will be used to inform the design and type of market people want for Hitchin.

Mackie Mayor Manchester
High quality food and drink experience in a converted Grade II listed 
building, unused since the 1990's.

Warrington Market
Opened in July 2020, Warrington Market houses a food court, two 
bars and more than 50 traditional market businesses and operators.

Chester Market
A key catalyst for regeneration, the 'modern traditional market' is 
open 6 days-a-week to 'shop local and eat global'.

Cambridge Street Collective Sheffield
Has food vendors over three floors, live music, interactive 
experiences, workspace, family-friendly zone and rooftop terrace. 

Darley Street Market, Bradford
Home to an indoor / outdoor fresh food market, open-plan food and 
drink hall and stage for music, comedy and cooking events. 

Truro Farmers Market
Home to 800 stalls and a market kitchen street food hall as a part of 
the event space.

Market Hall, Preston
Open 6 days-a-week the market sits alongside bars and cafés for a 
variety of food options to eat in or take away.

Shrewsbury Market Hall
A unique food, drink and shopping destination with over 60 traders 
offering a fusion of hand-crafted and the hard to find.

Market Halls, Victoria
A carefully curated, eclectic and international range of food and drink 
from independent kitchens over three floors with outdoor terraces.

Great Yarmouth Market Place
A new £4.7m venue housing locally loved traders and operating 6 
days-a-week, with market days taking up Market Square as well.

The Produce Hall Stockport
Transformation from a hall hosting fish and meat markets, cheese 
stalls, sweet shops and public library to a food hall with 10 vendors.

Altrincham Market
Reopened in 2014, Market House was converted into a permanent 
'gusto hub and canteen' alongside a variety of  market vendors.

The Future: Market Opportunities



Rewilding Consistent surfacing Defined spaces

Planting and seating

Sculptural furniture

Playable street furniture or art

Civic space

Places to meet

Children's play space

Green places Opening up and celebrating the River Hiz Scenic walking routes

Places to sit and eat Space for performance & events Space for play

Outlined below are a number of different precedents for the street scene.
Please choose your favourite three images that you think would be most appropriate for Hitchin on the sheets provided. The top 
options selected will be used to inform the design and type of street scene people want for Hitchin.

The Future: Streetscape Opportunities



Shopping
Visit the 
Market

Leisure and 
entertainment

To use public 
services 

Healthcare  Education
Culture and 

events

Work or 
business 

related
Other

2 How did you travel to Hitchin town centre today?

3 If you travelled by car and parked in Hitchin, where did you park today? 
Place a sticker on the sheet provided to indicate where you usually park when you visit Hitchin Town Centre.

1 What is your main purpose for visiting Hitchin town centre today? 

Walk Bus Train Car Taxi Other

Help us understand how you normally travel to Hitchin and why.
Let us know your thoughts on the three questions below with post-it-notes and stickers on the sheets provided.

The Future: Your chance to have your say



Cafés/
Restaurants 

Delivering new 
residential 

development

Cinema

Providing open 
green space

Gym

Developing the 
evening economy

Local shops

Revamping the 
market 

Hotel

Providing 
healthcare 

provision

Homes 

Open up the 
River Hiz &

riverside walk
Other

National 
retailers

Revamped 
Market Supermarket

Culture, 
arts and 

community
Parking Other

2 What uses would you like on the site? 

3 What should go where?  Use the numbered stickers to indicate where you think these uses would be best placed on the 
sheets provided (the numbers correspond to the categories listed above).

1 What are the biggest opportunities? 

Help us understand your vision for the Churchgate Regeneration Zone. 
Let us know your thoughts on the three questions below with post-it-notes and stickers on the sheets provided. 

1 52 63 74 8 9 10 11 12

The Future: Your chance to have your say



Thank you for taking the time to visit us today and for 
providing your feedback. 
 
Have your say - we need to hear from you! 

We would also appreciate it if you could complete our online 
survey, which seeks more detail on your current use of 
Hitchin town centre, and your priorities and aspirations for 
the potential regeneration of the Churchgate Centre.
 
Your feedback is vital, as it will help inform the Council’s vision 
and next steps for the future investment in, and development 
of the Churchgate Regeneration Zone:

Please scan the QR code below to access the survey, or 
alternatively, please visit:
www.bit.ly/ChurchgateRegenerationHub  

for For accessible formats, please email:
churchgate.regen@north-herts.gov.uk 

A limited number of hard copy surveys 
are available in the hub for those who 
would prefer to fill out a paper form.

Together we will seek to shape the future of our town centre through the redevelopment of the Churchgate 
Regeneration Zone. 

November 2024: 
The Council will share the feedback and key comments from the public 
consultation on the Churchgate website page.

December 2024: 
The Council will take on board the feedback from the consultation, and 
our consultants’ advice, to agree the high-level vision and preferred 
pathway for the delivery of the Churchgate Regeneration Zone. 

2025-2026:
Working in partnership with the selected development partner, the 
Council will prepare a masterplan application for the Churchgate 
Regeneration Zone. This will be subject to further consultation with the 
community and key stakeholders. 

2025:
The Council will seek to procure a development partner to help deliver 

the development of the Churchgate Regeneration Zone. 

September to October  2024:
The Council launches the next important stage of consultation to help 

further inform and shape the vision for the Churchgate Regeneration 
Zone. 
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Next Steps: Have your say


