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WELWYN GARDEN CITY SOCIETY 
Newsletter 

February 2016 
www.wgcsoc.org.uk 

 

Dear Member 

 
This is a bumper edition as it incorporates a number of items that we were not able to get to you in December.  
We are sorry that this was the case, but sometimes life just gets in the way! 
 
This edition includes some dates and also draws your attention to the goings on with the Borough Council 
where, for bureaucratic reasons, many councillors representing certain areas of the town are not permitted to 
represent their residents.  Yes; the bureaucrats appear to have finally taken over! 
 
The Borough Council has decided to review the future of the Estate Management Scheme.  Serious as 

this is, more concerning is the immediate decision of the Borough Council to advise all councillors 

owning a property in the EMS area that they may not attend any meetings on the subject or be present 

when the subject is being discussed.  This is believable in a third world dictatorship, but barely credible 

here where it should not be allowed to happen.  We cover the subject in more detail below.  
 
Once again we are asking members to take some action and we would not be doing so unless it was 

important.  Success usually follows in the areas that concern members and the town where the 

members have thrown their hats into the ring and backed the Society’s position. 
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۩ The Estate Management Scheme 
 
The Borough Council is beginning to realise that it has a major problem in connection with the Estate 
Management Scheme (EMS).  It is facing increasing problems in approving changes requested by residents 
and its appeals process is not felt to be sound. 
 
For its part, the Society is getting increasingly frustrated with the poor quality of some of the decisions taken 
on applications and especially frustrated over a very lax approach to enforcement of the Council’s own 
decisions.  There is significant apathy within the Council to do anything.  Elected councillors do not seem to 
have the confidence to pursue matters with officers.  In short, the committee sees a ‘car crash’ in the making. 
 
Proposals have been put forward to the Cabinet to make enforcement easier and cheaper by adopting certain 
processes called ‘Article Four Directions’.  These cover planning matters only, so they do not cover all the 
elements that are currently covered by the Estate Management Scheme.  The proposals put forward to cover 
these elements will not work in our view.  In this paper to the Cabinet, the final suggestion is that the scheme 
be abolished.  
 
Whilst the Society is more than willing to discuss ways of improving any scheme to better safeguard the town, 
the current proposals fall far short of anything that it could accept.  The situation is made worse because of the 
advice given to all councillors who live in any part of the EMS area in the town that they may not take part in 
any council meeting discussing the subject or participate in the debate or vote on any motion on the matter or 
even stay in the room while it is discussed. 
 
If you are seeking ways to work with your residential base, starting off by disenfranchising around a dozen 
councillors is not a sound way to begin.  Moreover, these councillors live in the area, know it better than those 
who live outside the town and far, far better than those who live elsewhere and/or represent other wards in the 
Borough where the special requirements of this town do not feature.   
 
Indeed, from time to time it is apparent to committee members that the special status of this town in the whole 
garden city movement and of its place in the history of urban design is sometimes not understood by people 
living outside the place.  This has to be considered when the defence of the town is being considered. 
 
A number of councillors are on record as stating that the EMS is not fit for purpose.  The committee disagrees 
with this assessment and will resist it.  There is nothing wrong with the EMS that a clear direction, firm intent 
and some strong management will not resolve.  All these will be required even if additional safeguards are 
added to the Council’s armoury. 
 
Before Christmas, the Society wrote to the Welwyn & Hatfield Times drawing this matter to the town’s 
attention.  The response from the CEO of the Council was that there “remain 36 other experienced and well 
trained councillors who are more than capable of making sound decisions about the future of the Welwyn 
Garden City EMS.”  Your committee takes a very different view and thus feels very uncomfortable with this 
statement.  The whole exchange in the paper, however, was lost in the Christmas experience. 
 
This further letter now makes our position very clear: 
 
“Sir – Mr Saminaden, in his less than persuasive letter (WHT, December 9, 2015), on the restrictions his 

officers are seeking to impose on the democratically elected councillors acting for WGC residents living in the 

Estate Management Scheme (EMS) areas, concluded with the following words:  

 

“It is not considered that taking part in the discussions about the future of the (WGC) EMS falls into one of 

those categories (ie, that we can give dispensation to councillors to participate in future decisions relating to 

EMS), especially as there remain 36 other experienced councillors who are more than capable of making 

sound decisions about the future of the Welwyn Garden City EMS”. 

 



3 

The WGC Society has now sent a formal letter to Grant Shapps MP on its concerns over what is seen as an 

overzealous interpretation of how ‘pecuniary interests’ are seemingly restricting councillors taking on 

various topics. 

 

To tell councillors that their ‘pecuniary interest’ in where they live could be influencing their accurate 

reporting of their electorate’s concerns over motorway noise, speed bumps and local planning control or 

EMS, and that therefore they cannot speak on these issues, is politically worrying. 

 

It has the uncomfortable feel of high level manipulation. 

 

In May, all councillors have to present themselves for election. 

 

The electorate needs to ask all candidates how the current interpretation of ‘pecuniary interest’ could 

adversely affect their councillor’s ability to represent the issues of the ward, and whether they are happy 

about it. 

 

Surely, democratically elected councillors are there to “represent the interests of their communities, wards 

and individual constituents and bring their views into the council’s decision making process, ie, become the 

advocate of and for their communities, wards and individual constituents”. 

 

That’s what the Borough’s constitution states; and I suggest that this is an overarching requirement. 

 

Common sense needs to be brought to bear on the matter, rather than some bureaucratic rule that is clearly 

inappropriate.” 

 
Legislation allows boroughs, when they have predicaments such as this, to grant councillors “dispensation” 
such that they may attend the meetings and speak and vote as they think appropriate.  The Borough Council 
has been asked for an explanation as to why it feels unable to offer councillors this facility.  As yet, no 
adequate explanation has been forthcoming.  The legislation, moreover, has been deliberately framed very 
widely so that dispensations can cover a wide set of circumstances and so this increases our concern. 
 
One aspect that is particularly irritating is that the actions of Borough officials are set in an ‘advisory’ role.  
The so-called advice tendered to councillors is along the lines of, “In our opinion you may not participate in 
this debate or attend this meeting on the issue but it is not our decision.  You have to decide for yourself and, 
of course, you run the risk of being found criminally liable”.  Hence not only is the liability assessment less 
than straightforward but the officers tendering this advice are not taking a decision either.  Such is the way our 
English laws have been set. 
 
What the laws are seeking to stop is corruption, but here the councillors are living in the community – what 
central government says it wants – and it seems obvious to us that they should be still allowed to represent 
their residents.  In this case, they are deemed to have a ‘pecuniary interest’, though it is impossible to quantify 
how it might arise or even describe what it might be.  It is assumed that councillors would be making their 
minds up not in the public interest but presumably to enrich themselves.  This is not credible.  
 
By contrast all councillors are given an automatic ‘dispensation’ to vote on the budget which affects them all 
directly.  It can also be measured and is clear in impact. 
 
At the time of writing, meetings are being sought with councillors, Grant Shapps as well as officers to clarify 
the situation.  A special newsletter to the membership may well follow shortly when matters have been 
clarified. 
 
We set out below the list of councillors who represent wards in the town.  Those councillors who are currently 
advised not to act on EMS are outlined in green.  All the others either do not own a house in the EMS, or live 
in a tenanted property or live outside the town.  The latter are permitted to act and speak. So in all probability 
those least knowledgeable will be able to act and speak whereas those who are most conversant with EMS 
will not be able to act.  However, the list is currently unconfirmed and awaits confirmation. 
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Ward Councillors’ Names Political Party Telephone 

Haldens Tony Crump Labour 01438 716094 

 Mike Larkins Labour 01707 323371 
 Simon Chandler Labour 07515 404016 
    
Handside Helen Bromley Conservative 01707 377429 
 Fiona Thomson Conservative 01707 395932 
 Graham Dowler Conservative 07801 638536 
    
Hollybush Lynn Chesterman Labour 01707 334157 
 Nick Pace Conservative 07909 524438 
 Astrid Thorpe Labour 07788 279433 
    
Howlands Stan Tunstall Labour 07460 589044 
 Alan Chesterman Labour 01707 334157 
 Analisa Yeowell Conservative 01707 690471 
    
Panshanger Darren Bennett Conservative 07884 116678 
 Roger Trigg Conservative 01438 716392 
 Sara Johnston Conservative  
    
Peartree Michal Siewniak Liberal Democrat 07885 598977 
 Steve Roberts Labour 01707 335597 
 Malcolm Cowan Liberal Democrat 01707 324723 
    
Sherrards Alan Franey Conservative  
 Jon Beckerman Conservative 01438 815688 
 Patricia Mabbott Conservative 01707 336229 
 
It is immediately obvious that two wards have been completely disenfranchised (Handside and Peartree) and 
nothing has so far been done to communicate this or any aspect of this issue to the residents by either the 
Council, any councillors or by any of the political parties, nor has any alternative been put in place. 
 
Members will wish to know why the committee is so concerned.  It is simple enough.  The committee has 
learned from the last EMS review.  Then, commitments were entered into, as part of the Society’s contribution 
and agreement to the whole review and reissue of the EMS document at that time.  This included an action 
plan to put a stronger enforcement regime in place.   
 
The documentation was issued before final approval was given and despite many months of prompting it was 
not until two years later that the committee discovered that the agreements the committee thought it had 
entered into were not going to be carried out.  Further, the proposals which were put in place with regard to 
the appeals procedure were, and still are, unsatisfactory.  Enforcement continues to be extremely poor. 
 
Consequently, we would like members and their friends to contact their councillors, if they are currently 
excluded, stating: 
 

• That the situation is unsatisfactory; and 
• You want your elected councillor to represent you; and 
• You should stress that the EMS is key to the ethos of the whole town. 

 
This can be done by telephone, email or in writing. 
 
Equally, would members and any other residents please contact Michel Saminaden, CEO of the Borough 
Council at Council Offices, The Campus, Welwyn Garden City AL8 6LD 
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In the same way, Grant Shapps MP needs to be reminded that this is an issue in which he needs to take a 
strong interest. 
 
The committee expects to be issuing a much more detailed paper on the entire subject in the course of the next 
few weeks after matters have been clarified. 
 
۩ Andrew Carnegie 

 
Many of you will know that Andrew Carnegie died early in January.  He was a past chairman of the Society 
and the Society is especially and much indebted to him.  He was asked to become involved when the Society 
hit significant headwinds over a decade ago. 
 
His subsequent involvement, quiet determination and actions steadied the organisation into calmer waters and 
it has not looked back since. 
 
Andrew was always there with a suggestion, quietly given, but sometimes extremely radical in its approach 
and always intended towards the betterment of the place and the people who live here. 
 
Andrew was involved in many aspects of the town’s life; the Chamber of Commerce, Dellcott Tennis Club, 
WGC Horticultural Society and the Digswell Arts Trust were just a few of the many organisations he gave his 
generous support to over the years.  His contribution to life in Welwyn Garden City will be gratefully 
remembered.  Members owe him a great deal. 
 
۩ The poster booths 
 
The committee has at long last managed to get a project group working on the submission of a bid to the 
Heritage Lottery Fund. 
 
Apart from the obvious acquisition of the booths themselves and their refurbishment, there is another element.  
We would like to organise a series of walks starting from the booths for all children in the town’s primary 
schools as part of their curriculum.  This is a key part of the application as we have to demonstrate that we are 
inculcating ‘heritage’ into the population as a result of the use of any moneys we receive. 
 
This seems to be an ideal way for members to be involved in the project.  We are, therefore, asking for 
volunteers who are happy to lead school children (and their teachers) on organised walks in town on a 
periodic basis going forward.  
 
The full organisation and operation of the walks has yet to be set up.  This is part of the work that the project 
group has to complete.  Full and proper training will be given but we would like volunteers to come forward 
now.   
 
Please pass your name to the newsletter co-ordinator. 
 
۩ The Stanborough roundabout 
 
Residents will be aware that the Stanborough roundabout and its derelict boat came in for serious criticism 
when it was first placed on the site some years ago.  The expenditure of some £20,000 on that project was felt 
to be wildly misplaced at the time, quite apart from the fact that the design seemed to be quite remote from the 
concept of the town.  An attempt to justify the project on the grounds that it was actually promoting sailing on 
the lakes was felt to be laughable at the time. 
 
Recently, a car ploughed into the roundabout and the Borough Council received some £6,000 by way of a 
successful insurance claim for the damage caused.   We learn that the Borough Council, under the terms of the 
insurance settlement, has to spend the insurance receipt on repairing the boat.  It would be better spent 
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towards removing the boat in its entirety and tidying or re-landscaping the first roundabout visitors see when 
entering Welwyn Garden City from the south side. 
 
Members might appreciate that we had suggested to the Council that they might run a competition for the best 
designed roundabout and seek sponsorship moneys towards a wholly new roundabout that would evoke the 
2020 anniversary.  We saw that as a way the Council could join in the 2020 celebrations at minimal cost; the 
Council declined to take up this suggestion. 
 

 
 
For the time being, we see little progress taking place on this subject but we will be considering the issue in a 
completely different light to see if a better solution can be found. 
 
۩ Recording of the history of the Society 
 
The Welwyn Garden City Heritage Trust has asked us if we would like to contribute a history of the Society 
towards its latest project.  This is not something that the committee can currently contemplate as its members 
are fully occupied with other projects.  We wondered, therefore, if there was a member out there to whom this 
might appeal.  Please contact the newsletter co-ordinator if you feel that this is something you would like to 
tackle. 
 
۩ Overseas land holdings 
 
Members shouldn’t be surprised to learn that a lot of land in the locality is actually owned by organisations 
based overseas, usually in tax havens.  If any residents want to have a look at the extent of this, they can 
access an interactive map courtesy of Private Eye: http://www.private-eye.co.uk/registry 
 
One cannot but think that this is all part of an elaborate game of smoke and mirrors that is certainly not in the 
interest of tax paying residents. 
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۩ The layout of Parkway (written by Kate Harwood, Hertfordshire Gardens Trust) 

 
The layout of Parkway in Welwyn Garden City dates from the earliest days of the Garden City and 
exemplifies the ethos of the place.  Other cities with gardens at their heart, such as Edinburgh’s 
drained Nor Loch, did not have the concept of such landscape amenity from the outset.  Lewis 
Mumford (American writer and social historian) comments that Howard was “little concerned with 
the outward form of the new city and how much he was concerned with the processes which would 
produce such communities”, but the planners Parker and Unwin could see that design was crucial to 
the success of Howard’s vision.  The town centre at Letchworth was laid out on similar principles but 
it was in Welwyn that it reached perfection.  The post-war New Towns concentrated much more on 
developing neighbourhoods, including the Radburn system copied from New Jersey, and the New 
Towns, which still have their town centre garden elements, such as Hemel, are not integrated to the 
same degree as Welwyn Garden City. 
 
But where did the idea come from?  Many of our cities developed piecemeal and even ambitious 
schemes for grandiose layouts, such as Richard Grainger’s Newcastle of 1824-41, were limited in 
scale.  We must look elsewhere for models for the Welwyn Garden City town centre.  One of these 
was the Parker and Unwin vernacular, well-known from Letchworth, Hampstead Garden Suburb and 
New Earswick.  
 
The other influence seems to be the City Beautiful concept developed in America.  The ideas did not 
gain much popularity here, although our leading British practitioner, T H Mawson was involved with 
Port Sunlight, developed as a garden village for the workers of William Lever’s adjacent soap 
factory. Here we see the same processional route and semi-circular apse arrangement, this time from 
1910. 

 
 

Thomas Mawson’s 1910 plan for Port Sunlight 

 
The City Beautiful concept is very much tied up with Beaux Arts architecture, only to be expected 
from those American architects much influenced by the Paris École des Beaux-Arts and its suitability 
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for grand formal city approaches.  Mawson himself drew up plans in the City Beautiful style for 
Calgary, as well as a linear park in London, The Stepney Greeting, similar to The Greeting in 
Franklin Park Zoo, Boston.  One of Mawson’s contemporaries, Edwin Lutyens, was, with Herbert 
Baker engaged in the grand schemes for New Delhi in the 1920s and 30s.  We can also look rather 
closer – at Paris where Baron Haussman had pioneered the grand approach with monumental 
architecture in the mid-19th century. 
 
Welwyn Garden Parkway itself is a product of these two ideas.  On the one hand we have the grand 
avenue, typical of the City Beautiful of grass, trees and fountains leading into the heart of the town 
and giving grand vistas north and south (until the crude introduction of a telecoms mast) as 
exemplified by the mall central to Washington government district, first envisaged by the first of the 
great American landscape designers, Andrew Jackson Downing.  He visited England, was much 
inspired by Humphry Repton and J C Loudon and visited many gardens including Wimpole Hall and 
Cheshunt Cottage in Hertfordshire. 
 

 
 
By 1901 the Macmillan plan for the mall had taken shape, which added cross axes similar to 
Welwyn. This was surely influenced by the World Columbian Exposition in Chicago of 1893.  The 
layout of the exposition was by Daniel Burnham and Frederick Law Olmsted, Olmsted being 
familiar to us as the designer (with Calvert Vaux) of Central Park, New York.  Incidentally, Olmsted 
took some of his ideas from Paxton’s Birkenhead Park near Liverpool.  He won the competition for 
Central Park with the Greensward design; oddly one of the judges with Edward Kemp, who just 
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happened to have been executant designer at Birkenhead Park (and designer of several important 
gardens in Hertfordshire). 
 
The Chicago Exposition layout was according to Beaux-Arts principles and was the idea of what a 
city should be – spacious with wide malls, grand classical architecture – but more than anything a 
balance between space and building, stone and vegetation, much as the neo-classicists  of the 18th 
century built their houses and estates.  
 

 
 
So we have the idea of the grand approach, perhaps deriving via the Beaux-Arts movement from 
Baron Haussman, the side axes which we see in the Macmillan plan of 1901 for Washington and the 
ethos deriving from the Chicago Exposition layout.   
 
Chicago had been devastated by a fire in 1871 which had destroyed the business district, killing 
thousands of people and leaving many more homeless.  22 years later, the rebuilding of the city was 
celebrated with the opening of the Exposition in Jackson Park.  Much discussion, involving planners 
such as Olmsted, preceded the rebuilding and Howard, then a reporter in the city would witness this  
and formulate his thoughts on better ways of organising city living. 
 
But we must not forget the influence of the Arts and Crafts vernacular as practised by Parker and 
Unwin.  This is most evident in the entrances to Russellcroft Road, the separation of pavement from 
road by grass verges with trees (in Guessens and other roads), and the grand curve to the south where 
the central greensward ends.  Unwin had written of the ‘Gateways’ where the houses at the 
beginning of the road were stepped back to provide a green space – a symbolic gateway and 
important for the health-giving air and sunlight to penetrate into each and every dwelling. 
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The architecture itself, however, is not vernacular.  Although vernacular gives charm to Letchworth, 
it is not uniform and grand enough for a City Beautiful concept.  Unwin himself had moved away 
from vernacular by the time of Welwyn Garden City and Louis de Soissons utilised the newly 
fashionable neo-Georgian.  A very British compromise – not too grand to live in but giving sufficient 
civic pride to provide, as Peter Hall says, something which soon became popular and is well worth 
cherishing.  
 
It is also popular because of the design and planting of the garden areas and most importantly the 
central Parkway.  That thought was given to this early on and is demonstrated by the inclusion of a 
suggested layout of the Campus published by Purdom in 1925 showing a formal layout of civic and 
municipal buildings around a formal park edged with trees, but preserving the vistas down to 
Stanborough and up towards Digswell Road. 
 

 
The Building of Satellite Towns by C B Purdom, 1925 

 
Key to the success of Welwyn Garden City is the underlying City Beautiful concept and the 
intellectual reforming zeal of Howard’s Tomorrow: a Peaceful Path to Real Reform, as realised by 
Louis de Soissons and Frederic Osborn, who had absorbed so much of the Howard’s thinking and 
took it forward to Tomorrow. 
 
Reference: 
Introduction by Lewis Mumford to Howard, E Garden Cities of Tomorrow (ed F J Osborn), Faber & Faber 
1965 

Unwin, R Town Planning in Practice 1909 
Hall, P Cities of Tomorrow: An intellectual History of Urban Planning and Design, Wiley 2002 
Purdom, C B The Building of Satellite Towns, Dent & Sons 1925 
 

۩ The Hatfield incinerator 

 
Just in case you missed it, the appeal relating to the incinerator is now completely over.  Veolia, the company 
behind the dreaded proposed incinerator at New Barnfield, finally threw in the towel.  They had announced 
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that they would NOT challenge the decision by the Secretary of State for Communities, Greg Clark MP.  This 
means that after all these years, the incinerator project in Welwyn Hatfield is finally dead in the water. 
 
As you know, there has been a long-running campaign dating back to 2008 when the proposal was first 
suggested.  Some £6M of taxpayers’ money was spent by the County authorities fighting local opposition and 
another £200K of tax payers’ money was spent by our Borough Council in support of the opposition to the 
County’s proposals.  
 
What an incredible waste of time and money! 
 
۩ St Bonaventure’s Church in Parkway 
 
You may be interested to know that St. Bonaventure’s Church in Parkway is celebrating its 90th anniversary 
of the laying of its foundation stone on Sunday 13 March 2016.  There will be a mass celebrated by Cardinal 
Vincent Nichols in the church at 10.30am that day. 
 
In addition, another anniversary falls on Wednesday 14 September 2016.  This was the date 90 years ago 
when the first mass was celebrated in the new church.  Interestingly, while the construction of the church was 
taking place, the General Strike was ongoing and apparently one Irish workman cycled from North London 
every day to continue work on his own during the strike! 
 
۩ Conversion of the Xerox buildings off Bessemer Road into apartments  

 
This site, and buildings off Bessemer Road, is one where the developer already has an outline approval to 
develop some 279 apartments.  This is being done under part of the Government’s latest regulations that allow 
office buildings to be converted to domestic use with the minimum of fuss.  Of course, this is all part of the 
serious efforts central government is making to improve the supply of new houses to the market place.   
 
These conversions do not attract any of the usual requirement of new development, car parking spaces or 
contributions to local services, schools etc.  There is a requirement to provide some 30% of the total number 
of apartments as ‘affordable housing’.  If the Council approves this development then it will receive the sum 
of £3.7M New Homes Bonus from central government which it can spend as it sees fit. 
 
At a later date there may be another development nearby of some 250 apartments. 
  
This development is an example of a dangerous rush to a solution to provide ‘dwelling units’ without 
considering the environment in which the residents and/or children will be brought up in.  The area will 
continue to be surrounded by an industrial and commercial area.  The nearest shopping areas will be the town 
centre.  The nearest green spaces will be found in Sherrardspark Wood or by the Panshanger Golf Club.  The 
area around the apartments will be largely car park, albeit with some trees. 
 
In short, we worry that after the shine and glitz of the new development has rubbed off, these are the very 
sorts of developments that could well turn into the ‘slums’ of tomorrow.  For that reason, we have raised the 
schools issue and urged the Council to insist on a very strong site management contract to subsist over the 
entire development as this is likely to be the only way in which the overall development will thrive into the 
future. 
 
۩ A drone’s eye view 
 
You will have heard much about the use of drones.  If you want to see what a view from one looks like, take a 
look at this link on the internet: https://youtu.be/lKW31qCn0YM 
 
You get a good view over Stanborough Park and the lamentable ‘High Ropes’ project that continues to lie 
idle. 
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۩ Birchall Garden Suburb 

 
Members will recall that we have commented on this site for some time – curious if only because the 
developer, Tarmac, specified from the outset that it would be based on ‘garden city concepts’.  
 
A diagrammatic representation of the development was published from time to time, but the number of houses 
proposed never seemed to tally with the outline plans.  We concluded that the diagrams were for presentation 
purposes only.  This is the same piece of land that is largely described as ‘WGC5’ in the Borough Council’s 
proposed Local Plan. 
 
Subsequently, we have learned that not all the land on the site belongs to Tarmac and the other land owner has 
no current intention of allowing his land to be developed.  
 
We have also been looking into the history of the rubbish disposal on the proposed site and the more we look, 
the less likely it is that any large development is possible since so much of the land is contaminated.  We have 
learned that the branch line that used to come into the Garden City from the main line used to bring in large 
amounts of refuse waste from across London.  When the branch line could no longer be used, fleets of lorries 
came to the site daily to disgorge their rubbish.  Residents will also recall the 'open cast' household tip that 
operated with little apparent regulation in the 60s and 70s, unlike today of course.  It is far from clear if 
adequate records were kept of what actually was tipped there.  The Environment Agency lists some of the 
Birchall site as having historic landfill of the following category – “Waste that has hazardous properties and is 
defined in the Special Waste Regulations 1996. Such properties may be flammable, irritant, toxic, harmful, 
carcinogenic or corrosive." and "Landfill gas, which includes methane and carbon dioxide, is produced during 
the decomposition of waste organic material. Methane is flammable and an asphyxiant in confined spaces." 
 (EA web site, February 2016)  We imagine that decontamination of this area will cost a very significant sum. 
 
Finally, we have supported the Central Hertfordshire Green Corridor Group that seeks to ensure that the green 
space between Hertford and St Albans which separates the towns of Hatfield and Welwyn Garden City (the so 
called ‘Salisbury line’) is maintained.  A large part of this green space on the south east of the town would be 
lost if this development went ahead.  So we remain resolutely opposed to it. 
 
۩ Trees and insurers 
 
We are well aware of the devastation being wrought 
on the landscape by insurers blaming trees for the 
movement of houses and damage to foundations.  
They continue with their ‘tree carnage’ but at least 
householders are more aware that if they have to 
agree to cut down trees, then they have to insist the 
insurer carries the risk for any subsequent heave of 
the property caused by the foundations drying out 
after the tree is cut down. 
 
We noticed that a particularly fine specimen was 
removed from Handside Lane in the autumn and the 
householder thought that this epitaph for the tree 
from William Blake (1757-1827), might be 
appropriate: “The tree that moves some to tears of 
joy is in the eyes of others only a green thing that 
stands in the way.  Some see Nature all Ridicule and 
Deformity and some scarce see Nature at all.  But to 
the eyes of the Man of Imagination, Nature is 
Imagination itself.”  (Found in a copy of Ancient 

Trees by Edward Parker and Anna Lewington, in 
Welwyn Garden City Library) 
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۩ The First Roche building in Welwyn Garden City 

 
Members who managed to get to the Heritage Trust’s talk last year given by the Chief Archivist of Roche, 
Basel, will recall the fascinating history of the now, sadly dilapidated building in Broadwater Road. 
  
Early on in its existence, Roche decided to adopt a ‘house style’ for all its buildings world-wide and selected 
Otto Salvisberg as its preferred architect. So it is that Welwyn Garden City hosts the only remaining example 
in the UK of an industrial building by Salvisberg.  Erected in the 1930s, the building was Roche’s UK 
headquarters and included quality control and the manufacturing of vitamins, as well as offices and a very 
unusual boardroom, complete with a large coal burning fireplace.  The design of the interior is especially 
admired for its style and elegance, most notably a stunning staircase. 
 

 
 
Another first for Roche in Welwyn Garden City was the commissioning of what is described as a ‘mural’ but 
is more accurately a cartoon by Walter Trier, a refugee from the Nazi regime and its horrors in Germany and 
Austria.  For more information about Trier, do a Google search if possible and read the section about his art 
works which are extraordinary. 
 
Currently, the building is owned by Taylor Wimpey who, having been unable to find a commercial or 
community use for it is in the throes of designing its conversion into residential apartments.  Sadly, it is 
unlikely that Salvisberg’s involvement will attract wealthy clients; in Berlin last year a similar building was 
converted into luxury apartments and penthouses with people fighting to buy them.  Taylor Wimpey, 
however, has to protect as much of the interior as possible as the building is Grade II listed and English 
Heritage, plus the Council, will need to be held to account on this.  Readers may wish to follow the planning 
application when it goes in and make their own views known. 
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The Heritage Trust has a great deal more information, including 43 photographs from the talk, so if you want 
to delve further into the origins of the Roche building in Welwyn Garden City, contact Tony Skottowe on 
01707 324828. 
 
۩ So what did you get up to in your spare time? 

 
Did you join a local club or society?  Were you sporty, arty, do music or 
theatre?  Did you collect things or play games?  These are some of the 
questions about life over the years in Welwyn Garden City that the 
Heritage Trust (WGCHT) is asking members of the public to help them 
answer. 

The Trust is now on its third and final project to bring together a detailed 
history of how the town lived, worked and played since it began life in 
1920.  

Of particular interest would be hearing from officers of any of the clubs 
and societies in the town, because many of them will have records and 
items connected with the activities they were involved with.  The project 
team will be happy to explain more about the project and how it will be 
going about gathering audio memories from club members, getting society 
documents and collecting memorabilia. 

۩ As always, we would be pleased to receive article suggestions accompanied by relevant photos, and any 
thoughts or observations on this newsletter and/or the issues within would also be appreciated.  You can get in 
touch with 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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


