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WELWYN GARDEN CITY SOCIETY 
Newsletter 

December 2019 
www.wgcsoc.org.uk 

Dear Member 
 

We are sorry that we have been unable to produce another newsletter until now and one of the reasons is 

simple enough – there are more and more issues in the town that need addressing and the committee is much 

stretched. We are making up for the delay with this “Bumper Christmas Edition” in the hope that this will 

inspire you to think seriously about offering to either join the committee or encourage town residents of 

becoming members.  

 

There is much to cover.  We are delighted that at long last we have received the funding we require to 

refurbish the poster booths in Howardsgate. It is a project that has been going on for at least a decade but, 

thanks to very many people, this long and complicated saga is now in the home straight. However, there is 

more to this project than the poster booths themselves as explained below.  

 

At long last, we have agreement to new town signs which have just been erected. The background to the 

project is set out below and the story even made the BBC. 

 

The Society has made a major submission in the Birchall Garden Suburb issue – which as members might 

recall – is the Council’s plan to build some 2,400 houses beside the old landfill tip located at the south east 

corner of the town.  We are now clearer than ever before that this is a very bad idea.   

 

At time of writing there is an election in progress and many people find the entire process dispiriting. Whilst 

this newsletter should be regarded as an antidote to any election, we do detect that many members are very 

frustrated at the apparent inability to get even the little things done in town. Perhaps persistence is a theme that 

runs through many of the projects now seemingly coming together for the centenary year, but more members 

and a fuller committee would definitely move things forward. 

 

All this and much more (except the general election) are to be found in this edition. Enjoy the read and Happy 

Christmas! 

 

 

۩ New town signs 

 

Members may have seen the new town signs 

recently erected. The picture on the sign is by 

Richard O'Neill, a digital graphic artist (see his 

web site at https://richardoneillart.co.uk/). The 

original idea was to take a drone shot of Parkway 

and ask him to do an image of that. This all 

became impractical so it was decided to go with 

the view of Howardsgate. It is based on a 

photograph taken from the Starbucks coffee shop, 

but has been made symmetrical and 

simplified. The beauty of this is that it conveys the 

picture without being fussy - ideal for a traffic 

sign. The style also nicely echoes the railway 

posters of the 1920s. 
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It has taken four years to sort the sign out with the County authorities; many designs were put forward and 

were rejected. The Centenary Foundation team was getting nowhere until a change in the rules allowed the use 

of pictures on traffic signs, so long as they were information boards and had to be on a brown background. 

This is the first of the new type of sign in the County. There will be a Gateway Garden at the base of each 

sign, designed by Gary Primrose, installed by a volunteer team led by Alan Willison. 

 

The Society has been attempting to get new signs for the town over the last ten years, and the centenary has 

given an opportunity for the project to be raised again. Many of the centenary team of Malcolm Day, Malcolm 

Cowan, Dennis Lewis, Gary Primrose, Nigel Quinton and Alan Willison are members of the WGC Society. It 

has been a real team effort. Even the BBC has picked up the story in full and you can read it on their web site 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-beds-bucks-herts-50585308. We thought, therefore, that we should 

show the sign on the first page of this newsletter. 

 

۩ Special General Meeting 
 

At a Special General Meeting held on 25 September last, the Society changed its constitution, though the 

evening did have its moments. At the start of the meeting there were insufficient members present for a 

quorum. Accordingly, a number of members were telephoned and asked if they could join the meeting. After 

their arrival, when the meeting was quorate, the proceedings began with 25 members present. 

 

This was an inelegant start to an important meeting that had to see through changes in order to ensure that the 

Society’s constitution was adequate to meet the demanding requirements of the Heritage Lottery Fund. The 

committee took note that such “administration only meetings” would be better supported if they had a speaker 

talking about some topic of interest to members. 

 

Nevertheless the committee is grateful to all those who turned out – some at zero notice and in mid meal – in 

order to get the resolutions through in accordance with its rules. 

 

The new rules follow exactly what was proposed at the last Annual General Meeting.  The constitution is now 

up to date and is better suited to meet the requirements of the Society moving forward.   

 

Copies of the constitution can be sent to members on demand or they can download a copy from the Society’s 

web site www.wgcsoc.org.uk. 

 

۩ All Aboarders win awards for their gardening at the railway station 

 
It’s been a busy gardening year for All Aboarders on Welwyn Garden City railway station. Weekly gardening 

sessions started in March and carried on until the end of November, with volunteers donating over 575 

gardening hours. The highlights were: 

 

• In June and July, a lot of extra work went into titivating the borders, beds and troughs ready for judges 

from the Anglia in Bloom Awards and the ACoRP (Association of Community Rail Partnerships) 

National Awards. 

 

• All Aboarders played a central role in the Gardening Event on 31
st
 July organised by Govia 

Thameslink Railways. About 30 people came and six new troughs were installed and planted up. 

There are now 12 large troughs, three on each platform. 

 

• Over the summer, volunteers had to contend with the drought and extra watering sessions were 

organised. In September, the first recognition of the difference All Aboarders have made to the station 

came in the WGC awards haul at Anglia in Bloom. The group shared in town centre awards including 

a gold award in the Urban (BID) category. Even more impressive, the following month All Aboarders 

gained an ACoRP Silver Certificate of Excellence, in the It’s Your Station 2019 category – its entry 

called Putting the Garden Back into WGC Station. 
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• In autumn, the raised beds, sponsored by WGC Rotary Club, were still well used by the travelling 

public (see picture below). Much of November, volunteers’ time (now contending with near constant 

rain and the first frosts) was taken up with tidying up, trimming back and planting troughs and beds 

with autumn/winter bedding and bulbs. There should be a colourful display once more in spring 2020. 

 

 
 

All Aboarders is always looking for more volunteers, sponsors and donors. All are needed to realise its plans 

for 2020. To find out how you can help, please visit www.allaboarders.org. 

 

۩ Plant a tree for the Centenary - legacy opportunity 
 

The imminent centenary presents an opportunity to create a legacy by re-greening Welwyn Garden City. 

Many trees have been lost and others are very old or have outgrown their locations. The benefits of trees as a 

visual amenity, for birdlife and sustainability are topical again in the press. 

 

The Society has drafted information sources for homeowners to ‘Plant a Tree for the Centenary’. The best 

time to plant is from December to February, so there are two opportunities for the centenary in 2019 and 2020. 

 

More information is hosted on the Society website www.wgcsoc.org.uk. 

 

۩ House number tiles 
 

Some properties in the town have their house numbers shown by the use of tiles. These are blue on white.  

 

If anyone knows where replacements can be found, if needed, would they please inform the newsletter  

co-ordinator (see page 15). 
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۩ The Local Plan 

  

It is unsurprising that residents might be bored rigid by the goings on regarding the Local Plan, as the process 

has now been underway for a decade. Residents do receive an occasional update from the local authority  

which seeks to soothe the world into understanding that all is well but that perhaps it is a tad late. However, it 

all seems to be a political trend that residents and voters must be lulled into submission which will then be 

followed by happy acceptance. 

 

This seeks to bring you up to date or, put another way, what is really going on. 

 

Fundamentally, the Local Plan is some five years late and the Planning Inspectors have found significant 

flaws within it which, if finally agreed, will make the completion of the plan later still. If the Borough had 

tackled this more energetically and properly, it would have all been dealt with long ago, but in the absence of 

action, new rules have come into force that make it even more demanding for the Borough. 

 

Where the Council has got it wrong is in its allocation of land for housing. It has been seeking to take land 

from the Green Belt when there is still other land available which would cause less damage to the 

environment. Clearly, it would be illogical and inappropriate to release more Green Belt for housing if other 

areas of lower sensitivity are available. This has come about because the Council has been led towards 

choosing land for housing in a way which inconsistent between different areas within the Borough. Cynics 

have suggested that this was done to protect certain areas from having to accept more housing than they would 

like. The Government appointed Planning Inspector alluded to this in a letter he wrote to WHBC on the 24 

October 2018 when he wrote, “I have noticed numerous objections to the assessments of particular areas of 

land. Whilst some of these may be partisan, not all appear to be and, having heard the evidence, I may well 

ask you to undertake a reality check of the alleged inconsistencies.” 

 

In addition, under central government rules, the Borough is still short of some 3,000 homes if it is to hit its 

‘Objectively Assessed Need’ for housing. It is for this reason that the Council has had to make a further call 

for sites for housing. This will result in a listing of what housing could be placed where, its advantages and 

disadvantages in turn will have to go out to consultation and this again takes time.  This delay is further 

aggravated by the general election which has to take place in a period of ‘purdah’– one where political issues 

may not be raised by Council officials. 

 

The number of new homes required must be reviewed annually based on the figures presented in the Borough 

Council’s Annual Monitoring Report (AMR). The 2012 report proposed a target of 6,800 new dwellings 

across the Borough by 2029. The last AMR proposes a target of 12,000 new dwellings by 2032. Most 

recently, the Inspector has stated that a target of around 16,000 new dwellings should be the Council’s goal if 

the Local Plan is to be found sound and approved by him.   

 

Currently, the Local Plan is not expected to be finalised until sometime in 2020 at the earliest so it is 

conceivable that the number may have to rise yet again. It must be the case that if the plan had been finalised 

in 2015 as was the original goal, then the target would have remained at a far lower figure than the 16,000 it is 

now. The result will be more infill developments, more green space and potentially Green Belt lost forever. 

The additional almost 10,000 dwellings now on the table, most of which are in or adjacent to our town, will 

serve to urbanise our Garden City to some extent. 

 

It is apparent to us that much of this should and could have been avoided if the Local Plan had been better 

constructed and executed from the outset. It is also the case that residents and groups such as our Society have 

had very little opportunity to participate in the plan making process, despite our best efforts to do so. If there 

had been a lot more local involvement, there may have been fewer subsequent objections to the Draft Local 

Plan, and it may not now be five years overdue, with an ever-increasing number of dwellings needing to be 

built. 

 

Two parts of the Draft Local Plan are explained in further detail in this newsletter. These are the Green 

Corridor and Birchall Garden Suburb. 
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۩ The Green Corridor 
 

The Borough Council‘s Draft Plan includes a green corridor running between Welwyn Garden City and 

Hatfield to reinforce the traditional “Salisbury line” that has been in place for many years that seeks to ensure 

the two towns do not coalesce. 

 

A group of interested parties that include the Society, local wild life bodies as well as others have been 

working to define what a green corridor should look like as there are many interested parties to satisfy. For 

example, local rambling interests have to be allowed; just as local wildlife has to be protected and just as has 

cyclists need space to move across the County through this green corridor. 

 

This green corridor stretches from St Albans through to Hertford and is being supported by County 

authorities. However, the corridor becomes little more than a thin ribbon or “necklace” in the minds of 

Borough Council planners when it comes to Birchall Garden Suburb. Quite simply, this development blocks 

the way of most wildlife to move freely east/west along the southern edge of the town. 

 

 
 

Above is a photo of the three barn owl chicks that hatched in the nest box on the Commons Local Nature 

Reserve. The adults hunt the majority of the time over the vole rich grassland of the landfill area and have 

bred in the box for the past three years, but who knows how much longer they will remain if the green corridor 

isn’t protected? 

 

The Green Corridor Group, which is the name assigned to these parties, has been working with consultants 

appointed by the Borough Council to define what constitutes a proper green corridor. At the last hearing the 

Inspector requested the Council bring forward more information on what it was proposing and to define better 

what the consequences would be. 

 

Our view is that the requirements laid down by the Inspector will be extraordinarily hard for developers to 

achieve in the southern part of the proposed garden suburb. For example, the Inspector has requested that any 

residents should be able to enjoy their gardens without undue disturbance from traffic on the nearby A414. To 

achieve this, the developer has proposed large earthworks to shield the houses from the road and from 

industrial facilities already situated there. However, this in turn reduces the number of house that can be built 

and this then leaves a few houses to the south of the town that are almost unrelated to the town itself. 
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The Society thinks that the green corridor and the proposed housing development as currently envisaged are 

incompatible. The next hearing before the Inspector is due to take place on Monday 16 December 2019. 

 

۩ Birchall Garden Suburb 
 

This issue has been grinding on for years and is a key part of the Draft Local Plan now before the Planning 

Inspector. Members may recall that the Society had lodged a number of papers with the Borough Council 

focusing on the health of future residents. In particular, we raised a number of issues and to this day we have 

never received a reply. These issues are as follows: 

 

1. The Borough Council claims to have received contaminated land reports from the developers that 

were satisfactory. We pointed out that this was not the case. Various reports have been published but 

none tell us what lies beneath the surface in the main landfill mass. We think that this would be an 

essential element of any report that claims to be a contaminated land report on this site.   

 

The fact is that the main mass of the landfill area has not been examined beyond the first metre or so 

of ground which the Council’s own consultant confirms. Such an examination would only touch upon 

materials that had only been placed in the tip in its very later years when environmental standards had 

not only been introduced but were being implemented. In earlier years, these standards did not exist, 

so for the preceding 50 years or so, all types of contaminants were dropped into the landfill of which 

the Council is unaware. For this reason, we do not consider this work to be anywhere near robust 

enough to form an opinion. 

 

2. Again, we drew the Council’s attention to the fact that the Environment Agency had not been able to 

deal with the Council’s concerns due to the latter’s lack of resources. However, we believe that does 

not absolve the Council from its responsibilities for ensuring that the land destined to go into the 

Local Plan should be safe for housebuilding.   

 

3. We drew the Council’s attention to the issue of low birth weights associated with children born to 

residents living close to landfill tips.   

 

4. We reported that we have been informed that in the past, residents of roads in the vicinity of the 

landfill were requested not to eat vegetables grown in their gardens. 

 

5. We highlighted that we have been informed that children living close to the landfill were subject to 

additional medical examinations for unspecified reasons while at school. 

 

All of these points are ones which ordinary residents in the Borough would expect their Borough Council to 

give full and complete answers. It still claims that all these points have been dealt with in their replies and are 

summarised by consultants acting for them or the developers. They have not. For that reason we do not think 

the Council can assume that the subject matters we have raised have been dealt with properly or even at all. 

 

Accordingly, we have drawn them to the attention of the Planning Inspector as we believe them to be material 

at this stage of the planning process.  

 

We went on to raise the following additional issues: 

 

6. The landfill area appeared to be very active below the surface, based on some of the gas monitoring 

data provided previously showing elevated levels of methane and the fact that there had been ongoing 

gas venting direct to the atmosphere since about 1990. 

 

We felt that the monitoring of the gas venting from the landfill area was inadequate. We note that 

there has since been further, albeit limited, ground gas monitoring data provided since then. However, 

our analysis of that newest data appears to us that dangerous levels of methane continue to being 

vented to the atmosphere.  



7 

 

7. We remain concerned that the Council has not thought fit to review the top of the landfill area to 

ensure that the paucity of the capping in places is sufficient whether any proposed development goes 

forward or not.   

 

8. Finally, the Society had drawn the Council’s attention to the apparent high level of cancers that 

appeared to affect the first inhabitants of the roads nearest the landfill area. We took the precaution of 

copying in our findings to the Hertfordshire Director of Public Health with whom we have had further 

correspondence. 

   

Effectively, the limited information that the local civic society can produce is insufficient for the 

Health Authority to determine if there is a cancer ‘cluster’ close to the Landfill area; neither can it 

show that no such a cancer cluster exists. Therefore, the Director has decided to refer the matter to 

Public Health England who will look into the matter; this may take some time. 

 

The town has been known as a “Town Designed for Healthy Living” for generations and we fail to understand 

how the current administration can claim that this large, edge of town development beside a landfill site, but 

nonetheless on Green Belt land, can possibly be promoted as a healthy and safe scheme. We have told the 

Council that we are fast coming to the conclusion that it would be wiser for the Borough Council to abandon 

this site in its entirety and look elsewhere for the housing numbers it is seeking. It looks as if it is continuing 

to push water uphill and this is likely to be a waste of Council taxpayers’ money. 

 

۩ Sir Theodore Chambers 
 

 
 

Members may recall an article in the April 2017 

newsletter about a Scottish voluntary group acting 

on behalf of the Glen Urquhart Community that is 

cleaning up a cemetery where Sir Theodore 

Chambers is buried. A photograph of his headstone 

which has now been cleaned up is shown below. 

 

It is interesting to learn that whereas Sir Theodore 

was perhaps best known for his national work as 

Chairman of the National Savings Committee 

during WWI, locally we know him for his work as 

Chairman of the Second Garden City Company 

Ltd. This is probably unsurprising but clearly he 

was a man of some talent. 

 

۩ Trees cut down in error 
 

We received a text in May from an angry resident. 11 mature Poplars had been felled in Moneyhole Park. 

However, Better (GLL), which also runs the Gosling Sports facility, runs Moneyhole Park where these 

Poplars had been located. It confirmed that it had not authorised any tree felling work. 

 

When challenged, the contractors refused to stop work until the Council finally rang through citing a typing 

error on its job sheet. 

 

This has meant that 11 Poplars were lost, but a further 11 saved just in time thanks to a concerned local 

resident who remarked, “Ironic when we should be planting more trees. Council incompetence 1, Council 

taxpayers/trees 0.” 
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۩ Hidden hotspots 
 

We are all very aware of the fragility of our planet. We are also increasingly aware that biodiversity is key to 

ensuring that all the species that live on the planet can find a place to remain here. Scientists have been 

looking at biodiversity more closely than ever with a real focus on habitats that support exceptional 

concentrations of different species. 

 

But there is some serious questioning of this now going on. Instead of focusing on specific species or habitats, 

one of the best ways of putting the brakes on the current mass extinction may be to protect our planet's rocks 

and soils: its geodiversity. They may not look like much, but neglected quarries and unloved scrubland may be 

key to ensuring the long term survival of life on Earth. 

 

Scientists have found that over 90% of species diversity in temperate climates could be explained by just four 

landscape features: number of rock types, latitude, elevation range and amount of chalk or lime bedrock. “We 

expected landscape to influence species diversity, but we were surprised by just how strong that link was,” 

says Mark Anderson of the Nature Conservancy. 

 

In retrospect, it makes good sense. Geology affects the chemical and physical properties of soil and water. As 

Anderson suspected, it also influences local climate via the topography it creates. The more geo-diverse the 

underlying landscape, the greater the range of habitats and the more species a region can support. “It seems 

that unusual or contrasting geologies can stimulate evolutionary diversification,” says Anderson. 

 

But Anderson believes that if the land is in the right place and is underlain by the right mix of rocks, then 

these areas can have greater conservation value. Right at the top of the list are places that can provide 

corridors in the landscape, ensuring there is room for wildlife to move between habitats as the climate 

changes. “Our work has identified some really scary pinch points,” he says. 

 

But why is this in this newsletter? Because the town can boast one of the very few fens that goes back to the 

Neolithic era. Where? In Commons Local Nature Reserve, which the Green Corridor Group is seeking to 

safeguard and integrate as a green corridor into the Local Plan. This fen is little known, does not look too 

exciting, but is stuffed full of biodiversity. 

 

The arable landscape to the south of the grade 2 listed Holwell Hyde Farm is a starting point to travel  back to 

the origin of the fen and how ancient man harnessed the wetlands rich diversity of plants and animals to 

survive. A deserted medieval village associated with the farm was centred on what is now Holwell Hyde 

fishing pit car park. A lost windmill sat high on Windmill Hill on the fertile sandy loam soil of the arable ridge 

that divides the farm from the fen, both indicators of how man has valued and worked this landscape for 

centuries. 

 

In fact, Neolithic man settled on the arable ridge some seven thousand years ago, a landscape created by 

retreating ice and meltwater as temperatures warmed. Bronze Age man hunted the wetlands at the bottom of 

the escarpment including a lake that stretched over what is now amenity grassland of Thistle Grove and the 

northern area of Blackfan Fen. 

 

An ancient and now scheduled monument of national significance was discovered in Blackfan Fen in 1999. It 

is a prehistoric burnt mound that was created by Bronze Age man damming one of the ancient water courses. 

 

At the time of the Roman invasion of Britain in 55 BC, the slow flowing lake was still open habitat. Radio 

carbon dating shows that as the Romans left in the 5
th
 Century the first organic material began to settle over 

the ice age gravels. This continued for another 1,000 years until the northern area of the wetland was covered 

by a mix of clay and chalk alluvium. 

 

Pollen analysis of the peat layer revealed that it is one of only two complete pollen sequences in southern 

Britain and is of national importance. It also revealed a similar plant community of that found today and that 
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surrounding oak and hazel woodland of the 5
th
 century was being coppiced, a form of woodland management 

that still continues in the fen today. 

 

The peat in open areas of fen continues to grow today because of unhindered ground water seepage. Rainwater 

percolates through the soil of the arable ridge and seeps westward down the slope from the direction of 

Holwell Hyde Farm between the clay and chalk layers forming a series of springs. The water supply to the fen 

is not from the aquifer. 

 

The 2.9 hectares of fenland within Blackfan Fen plays a very important role in man’s present day fight against 

global warming. To put it in simple terms, the growing peat can sequester approximately 8 tons of carbon 

dioxide annually, that’s around 12,800 tons of CO2 locked within its saturated layers of peat since the 5
th
 

century! 

 

This piece is based on work prepared by Kate Ravilious and published in New Scientist. 

 

۩ Splashlands replacement 
 

Finally, some 20 years later, the Council has authorised and has approved its plans for a replacement to the 

Splashlands facility in Stanborough Park. An illustration of what is coming is shown below. 

 

The story of this proposed facility is one of massive incompetence and one which the Borough Council would 

probably like all residents to forget. It goes like this: “We will build a ‘High Ropes Climbing’ facility, which 

will generate loads of money, which will then be used to build a wonderful replacement for the Splashlands 

play area that was shut down years earlier.” 

 

Things did not quite work out as planned. As predicted by many, including this Society, the High Ropes 

facility has been a financial disaster as it is rarely used. It has failed to generate any significant revenues and 

we believe it continues to make losses. Consequently, we are getting a Splashlands facility which the Borough 

Council will have to fund (see below). 

 

 
The idea now is probably to attract visitors to this new wet play park in the hope that some might venture onto 

the High Ropes and spend money. The exact opposite of what was supposed to happen when they were 

justifying spending half a million on the High Ropes. 
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Our view is that the High Ropes project is a liability, as it has failed to compete with other competitor sites 

that are seen as better attractions. The facility should be discontinued and we are sorry that its space has not 

been taken up by a significantly larger “Splashlands” replacement that would outshine all neighbouring 

locations of the same type and certainly attract visitors to the town. 

 

It now looks like the worst of both worlds: retaining a loss maker and building a new facility that is an 

improvement over the current play park but it will not be a major attraction that brings in visitors from all 

around. But perhaps we should be grateful for small improvements. 

 

۩ Members’ frustration and action 

 
We get a number of letters from members and residents and we publish two below that are quite contrasting. 

One just highlights the frustration of dealing with both our own Borough Council as well as the County 

Council. 

 

“Dear Sir 

 

I am writing to you in the hope that you might be able to explain to me the attitude/policy of both councils 

towards its community regarding the councils’ responses to email observations. 

 

As a resident of WGC for 34 years and now retired, I daily use the roads around the area and into town and 

see just how much the roads, verges and hedges have been neglected. 

 

Over three years, I have sent emails with several issues I felt needed to be brought to the councils’ attention 

and thought the councils would take on board my comments. From that day to this, and some 50 emails later 

to either or both councils, nothing much has happened. 

 

Members of staff are always polite, but seem to follow a council set of guide lines similar to those below: 

 

1. Always be polite. 

2. Always where possible refer the complainant to another department or the other council. 

3. Always refer the complainant to a web link. 

4. Never, never agree to a meeting, even though it would be the most helpful and sensible thing to do. 

5. Get the public to do the reporting of problems, don’t dare suggest that the council might find the faults 

on the odd occasion and, weather permitting, would find or report any faults themselves. 

6. Don’t let the complainant think the Council will be able to resolve any problems quickly or at all; let 

the complainant wait. They will soon get fed up and stop troubling us. 

 

The above might sound far-fetched but I’m not on my own in saying that it’s not that far from the truth. 

 

• It would be nice to think the Council would be more positive and helpful. Try and actually practise 

some of the advice given on your website. 

• Respond with email updates. 

• Stop blaming everything on lack of resources and be more effective as a council. 

• Better supervise the work done by the companies you contract out to. 

• Plan work that is carried out by different departments or companies to save doing the work twice. 

• Get residents, where applicable, to pay for damage they have caused. 

• Send out flyers and notices when and where applicable. 

• More than anything, please show that councils actually care about our surroundings.” 

 

By contrast, we have another letter which advocates residents taking action themselves on all matters that they 

can control, as follows: 
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“Dear Sir 

“Many years ago I spent a day in the hutongs around the Forbidden City in Beijing. The hutongs are a series 

of single storey rooms arranged around central courtyards and linked by narrow passageways, built of dark 

brick and capped with dark fish scale tiles. My host was a Chinese speaker, a diplomat from the British 

Embassy. He had managed to persuade the Chinese authorities that he could rent rooms in one of the hutongs. 

We had lunch in the courtyard. It was spring. 

I commented on the many chalkboards around the buildings and asked what they said. They announced the 

beginning of spring and were exalting comrades to tidy the hutongs, to remove rubbish, to clean and paint and 

to show community spirit. Sadly many of the hutongs have now gone. 

But the concept of a community keeping a place spick and span has remained with me. 

So citizens of WGC, the 2020 Centenary celebrations are rapidly approaching! The Society has given the 

Borough Council and the County Council a wish list of jobs that need to be done before and during 2020. But 

Society members can help supplement. How about a Chinese tidy up? 

• Tidy and sort out your front garden, and help tidy that of your elderly neighbour. Put some colour into 

your garden. 

• Have the house repainted. 

• Tidy up the grass and edges of the verges that the Council has missed. 

• Make good the edges of run-ins where damaged by car tyres. Fill in and re-seed. 

• Water verge trees if necessary. 

• Clean street name signs. Report damage to County. 

 

The town is expecting a large number of visitors during 2020, from members of the royal family to 

international town planners. Let Society members make a difference. Get involved and do your bit to make the 

year a very special one.” 

What does the committee think? It thinks that both letter writers are correct! 

 

۩ East west route into Panshanger Park 
 

Members will recall that the Society has been pushing for the opening of the east west route into Panhanger 

Park for many, many years. This has also been featured in past newsletters a number of times. 

 

Pictures like this one below, showing our MP, Grant Shapps in support, have featured in press releases. 
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We are pleased to say that at long last, the route has finally been opened. Tarmac, the owners of the property, 

finally relented as, frankly, they had run out of excuses. They were tasked with doing this as part of long 

standing planning permission, originally granted when the County authorities agreed to allow excavation for 

sand and gravel to take place in the park. It just shows that persistence does pay off. 

 

۩ Broadwater Road West 
 

Residents will continue to be fed up with the lack of activity on the old Shredded Wheat site. We are told that 

the current situation is follows.  

 

The developer has submitted an application to replace the original skate park with a five storey leisure and 

office building. This was considered by Development Management Committee earlier this month, but deferred 

to early December. Councillors appear resistant to the loss of the skate park facility for older children.   

 

Regrettably, this pattern of seeking changes to the original planning approval to remove items that do not give 

a return to the developer even before building work begins is a familiar one. It does require the Council to 

stand up for the interests of its residents. 

 

In addition, it is our belief that the landowner is in the process of sorting out land deals with a number of 

developers and that construction work will hopefully commence in spring 2020.   

 

Residents may have heard also that the railway footbridge will be closed from 22 December to carry out 

improvement works and install new stairs and lift at the Hyde Way end. 

 

۩ Drought 
 

In case you were unaware, the local water company, Affinity, is on course to declare a drought emergency 

early in the New Year following a number of years of comparatively dry weather. Quite what the situation is 

now at the end of this year is not yet known, but the management of the company must be breathing a sigh of 

relief with the heavy rainfall this autumn. It says something that only divine intervention may have saved the 

company from a much earlier, serious embarrassment. 

 

Two thirds of our water comes from the chalk under our feet. Affinity extracts over three quarters of the 

volume which soaks back into the chalk in an “average” year. This year it caused many of our rivers and 

ponds to reduce or dry up, as it did in 2000. While the media has covered the story, it has not made headlines - 

yet. 

 

The fact is that locally we have the highest water consumption in the country and our increasing local 

population and development are putting extra pressure on the balance of water supply for people versus rivers 

and the environment. Affinity currently serves 3.6M people in this region and is expected to serve another 

895,000 by 2040 - that is only 20 years away. 

 

Because recent winter rainfalls have been below average, the groundwater levels in the Lea and Colne 

catchment areas have declined since April 2018 and are now lower than in the last drought conditions of 2000. 

 

It is for good reason that DEFRA has issued a consultation paper  headed “Consultations on measures to 

reduce personal water use” which we expect to see published shortly. In case any resident thought that was an 

issue that would pass them by, take heed, it won’t. 

 

So...where are we today?    

 

October had one and a half times the average rainfall. This has only stopped the situation getting worse and 

whether we shall see a recovery once the November data is released, remains to be seen. We will need the rest 

of winter to be like the last two months if we are to avoid water use restrictions in the spring and to see our 

rivers return to normal. 
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elwyn Garden City’s funny ‘W’ 

 Welwyn Garden City has consistently used a ‘crossed’ W on pamphlets, posters and street 
signs: it’s a W looking like two Vs joined. Why was it adopted? This article attempts to 
address the question. 

 

The origin of Welwyn Garden City lies in the Arts & Craft Movement. William Morris, the founder of 
the movement, had an incredible influence on many people; artists, craftsmen and of course social 
visionaries like Ebenezer Howard. The Garden City Movement has a direct line back to William Morris. 
William Morris’s beautiful, illustrated books by Kelmscott Press are littered with the crossed W. 
 
A young Louis de Soissons, in drawing up the first Town Plan in 1920, realised the importance and 
influence of the Arts & Craft Movement and incorporated many of the features of the William Morris 
publications in his iconic plan, including the crossed W. 
 
The Welwyn Garden City Company then adopted the W, as can be seen clearly from a visit to the Local 
Studies Section at the Library. It was used for brochures, the beautiful posters by Charles Payne and R P 
Gossop, and of course the street signs. The distinct letter became a part of the town. 
 
The use of the W for the street signs is clear to all; what is not clear is who designed them. The font is 
believed to be called Nuneaton, most probably a reference to where the iron foundry that produced 
them was located. It is thought that the signs are a design from A P Brown, an artist who had a studio in 
the early years of the town. Brown was clearly influenced by the Arts & Craft calligraphers, as can be 
seen by comparing his font with those of Eric Gill and his pupil David Kindersley who was born in 
Codicote in 1915. 
 
The Nuneaton font is no longer available, so the font used on any new replacement street signs in the 
town is Linotype Octavian Roman designed by Kindersley, which is the nearest to the original by Brown 
and maintains the important link back to the Arts & Craft Movement. 
 
The crossed W continues to be used by the town and, for example, all the art work for the centenary 
celebrations reflects this. The letter has become an important part of the town’s heritage. 
 

 
 
Above, we show a beautiful, hand written label on the back of a 1926 Gossop poster recently found by a 
member at the V&A, presumably by the artist. It shows the W rather nicely. 
 
The house style of the Society is Times New Roman but this article is in Garamond - to make a point. 
 

W
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۩ New street lamps for old 

Hertfordshire County Council (HCC) provides all of the street lighting in the County, around 130,000 units. 

Recent concerns over energy use have led to the withdrawal of many kinds of lamps in favour of more 

efficient light sources. One casualty has been the low pressure (yellow) sodium lamps used to light most 

residential streets as replacement tubes are no longer available. Consequently, new lamps are needed. 

Mostly, the HCC is using a standard, low cost, white light, LED luminaire to replace many street lamps. 

However, they were mindful of the unique lamps used in WGC and the Conservation Area status of the town. 

HCC told the Society of their intentions and asked our views on the aesthetics of various sample lamps. The 

final design had to be reviewed against a number of criteria, which we had not known including: 

 

• Daylight appearance in the conservation area - against original installation 

• Luminaire appearance 

• Lighting level 

• Quality of light eg, shadows 

• Lighting of residents’ drives 

• Impact on dwellings 

• Poles 

• Cost of installation and running 

 

As we discovered, there is some trade-off required between the different requirements. Not everyone will be 

satisfied, but we would welcome your comments. 

 

The choice of luminaires settled on the P107 model. Two sample units were installed in Blakemere Road - one 

had a transparent bowl, the other was frosted. We had an “on site meeting” after dark to see the effectiveness 

of the lamps. It was obvious that the frosted bowl produced much better illumination of the streetscape than 

the very directional transparent bowl version. It was agreed that the frosted model was the better option and 

the lighting engineer decided to change all of the lamps in Blakemere Road to the frosted bowl variant.  

Blakemere Road now has the new lamps. Visually the lamps provide far more uniform light distribution than 

the original proposal and closely resemble the light distribution of the earlier units. The full story is much 

more detailed and technical but, given the constraints of cost, we believe the outcome for the town is the best 

possible. 

A major development is the use of radio control of the lamp brilliance in the residential area. Between turn on 

and 9pm the lamps run at maximum brightness; after 9pm the brilliance is reduced to 50%; then after 11pm, 

another step reduction is made before turn off at 1am. This system is being introduced throughout the County 

to lower energy costs. We are uncertain if this radio control is in full operation as yet since a number of the 

new lights appear to have been on all night in certain areas. We will pursue this. 

 

It has also transpired that the poles will not be re-painted as there is “no money”. We had understood that the 

current rusty and flaky poles were not previously maintained as HCC was waiting for the LED replacements. 

We cannot recall when the poles were last painted, but it must be well over 15 years ago. It is a pity that the 

opportunity has not been taken to get the poles properly repainted.  Clearly, this is something else for the 

Society to pursue. 

 

۩ The poster booths 
 

As we said earlier in this newsletter, we have raised the money we need to ahead with this project. We are 

now going through the processes that are stipulated for the receipt of the cash before we can make a public 

announcement. 
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We have to follow extensive procedures, but no doubt that is something we might expect from any 

organisation whose job it is to allocate money for worthwhile causes. 

 

Firstly, we have to acquire the land on which the poster booths are located then we can begin the 

refurbishment proper. In the meantime, we have to design and print the panels that will front up the booths. 

 

At the same time, we will be setting up the walks programme for children from primary schools located in the 

town. This is a key part of the project and is crucial to its success as far as the Society is concerned. We see 

this as a way of attracting new members to the Society and reaching a new audience. 

 

The project  team set up to see this through will be holding its meeting shortly to specify all the tasks there are 

to do and, at that stage, we will give members a fuller picture of what is involved and how they can help. 

 

۩ Contacting a committee member 
 

Here are some contact details for your use: 

 

Gerry Crux 01707 323352 briangerrycrux@hotmail.co.uk 

Will Davis 01707 690841 wpd_davis@hotmail.com  

Malcolm Day 01707 896688 welwyn.days@ntlworld.com 

Shaun O’Reilly 01707 324272 jsoreilly47@gmail.com 

Elahe Taylor 01707 377060 elahetaylor@aol.com 

Clive Wilson 01707 324777 clive.wilson08@gmail.com 

 

۩ A statue to Ebenezer Howard 

 

As part of the 2020 Centenary celebrations, the Centenary Foundation has commissioned the sculptor, Ben 

Twiston-Davies, to sculpt a statue of Ebenezer Howard and this will be erected on Howardsgate. 

 

The artist knew the image he wanted to portray; a friendly statue, not pompous and looking down on the 

populace but very much more in the style of the statue of John Betjeman at St Pancras Station. 

 

The idea of the statue is that it should echo the words of Ebenezer "a marriage of town and country", so in one 

hand a spade and in the other a bowler hat. He has a Welwyn Garden rose in his lapel (see overleaf). On the 

plinth of the finished statue is a line from the poem Jerusalem by William Blake, “Nor shall my sword sleep 

in my hand Till we have built Jerusalem”. The spade goes through the word “sword”, as Howard was a 

pacifist.   

 

The statue is designed for its location in Howardsgate, looking towards the Howard Centre with the fountain 

as a background on a slight mound. At 1.2 times life size, it can be seen from the steps coming out of the 

Howard Centre. The roundel that it will replace is intended to be mounted vertically on the wall of the new 

Louis de Soissons Partnership designed civic building at the end of the pedestrian bridge over the railway 

facing towards the station. You will see it as you walk across the bridge. 

 

۩ As always, do let us have any article suggestions accompanied by relevant photos for future newsletters.  

Any thoughts or observations on this newsletter would also be appreciated by contacting the newsletter 

coordinator, Sheila O’Reilly, by email on sboreilly47@gmail.com or by telephone on 01707 324272.  

Alternatively, you can go online and approach the Society via the website (given at the top of page one) and 

the relevant person will get back to you. 

 

 

 

 

PTO 
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The statue of Ebenezer Howard in progress 

 

 
 


