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WELWYN GARDEN CITY SOCIETY 
Newsletter 

July 2018 
www.wgcsoc.org.uk 

Dear Member 

 
Summer has arrived!  This is usually when the sun shines continuously and then comes the second week of 

Wimbledon when, as we all know, it rains.  This may not always be the case, however, as global warming 

may yet affect even this great British institution; it might be sunny the full two weeks or so.  What a change 

we must all face – a bit like England winning a penalty shoot-out.  Is it really possible?   

 

We have some good photographs of the town centre where the Business Improvement District team are 

making some headway that should be obvious to residents.  We now have some wonderful floral displays in 

the town that certainly brighten the place up.  What it does show is that at long last there is someone caring 

about the place and long may this continue. 

 

There is also a new bus station and work is being undertaken to improve the gardens on the station platforms.  

All these subjects are covered in this edition, so enjoy the read. 

 

 
Looking down Howardsgate on a sunny day with one of the new floral displays in the foreground 
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۩  Welwyn Garden City Society AGM 
 

The 2018 AGM will take place on 1 August in St Francis’ Church Hall, Church Road, Welwyn Garden 

City AL8 6HH at 7.30pm  
 

In addition to our usual AGM business we are pleased to have a guest speaker, Stephen J Ward, Professor of 

Planning History at Oxford Brookes University.  He has written several books on twentieth century planning 

and in 2016 he published a book highly relevant to our town, The Peaceful Path – Building Garden Cities and 

New Towns.  The book covers Howard’s vision and the development of our town in detail.  At a time when 

our town is set to expand, it will be interesting to hear Professor Ward’s perspectives on Garden Cities and 

modern planning practice in general.  Copies of his book will be available to purchase on the night. 

 

We will also enter all attending members into a raffle to win a hardback copy of the book Site Planning in 

Practice at Welwyn Garden City, by De Soissons and Kenyon. 

 

We are hopeful of a good turnout on the night as we have had another busy year as a committee and there 

remains much to do in the coming year.  We hope the AGM will be informative, inspiring, and an opportunity 

for us all, as passionate supporters of the town, to come together.  The Society is of course nothing without its 

valued members. 

 

If you have any questions about the AGM please email us on wgcsociety@live.com 

 

۩  Bridges  
 

We have three bridges in town:  Hunters Bridge, Twentieth Mile Bridge and the White Bridge.  We have been 

asked to consider preparing information panels for the 2020 centenary of the town which is something we are 

considering.  However, we could do with any information the membership may have about the bridges and 

this could be sent to the newsletter coordinator (see final page). 

 

۩  Payment of subscriptions 
 

Would those who have not paid their subscriptions please do so.  If you are in any doubt, please contact the 

Membership Secretary, Gerry Crux on 01707 323352. 

 

۩  The Local Plan 
 

There is not a lot new to report on the Local Plan.  In late June the Planning Inspector held a further three day 

hearing into the Borough’s Local Plan. This included the plans for the town centre.  The process is nearing its 

conclusion and the Inspector will, in due course, release his report on the Borough Council and recommend 

any modifications he deems are required to make it legally sound and deliverable.  The Inspector has asked 

that the Council considers increasing its overall house target to at least 15,200 new homes.  This is the 

apparently ‘Objectively Assessed Need’ (OAN) for the locality that is considerably challenging.  It demands 

creative solutions if this apparent need is to be realised.  Residents may have some doubts as to whether its 

local council has such qualities, but for the time being we must give it the benefit of the doubt.  You will recall 

that we have previously challenged the notion of major housing extensions to our town while some other parts 

of the Borough escape relatively unscathed. 

 

When you ask how the OAN is calculated, you are faced with very few people who truly understand how this 

is realised.  Then, when it is calculated, you find that everyone comes to a different number, so it does result 

in an increasing cynicism towards the entire planning process. 

 

The Council has seemingly challenged the new OAN figures and has employed consultants to do this on its 

behalf.  This is clearly still in the melting pot and we must wait before there is some consensus.  Once this is 

settled then we may see some new plans coming forward. 
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It is interesting that there has been a formal complaint to the Inspector on the alleged delaying tactics 

employed by the Council.  A resident has pointed out that as the Plan has now taken so long that the period 

has in effect seen a slow-down in housing activity and that, presumably, the OAN level of homes required 

cannot ever be achieved.  This complaint has been rejected but it is indicative of the changing attitudes to both 

the process and any apparent fairness in the outcomes this process generates.  The Inspector’s letter to the 

complainant contains this final paragraph: 

 

“I am sure you will appreciate that this is a very large examination.  There are over 2,000 representations to 

consider and the time and financial resources available are not limitless.  Inspectors have to use their time 

fairly and cannot enter into individual discussions with such a large number of people.  Consequently, they are 

advised to refrain from such discourse unless absolutely necessary.  I will therefore take this letter as the end 

of our correspondence and I trust you will do the same”. 

 

The impartial observer might detect a touch of tetchiness here, reflecting what must be a bureaucratic 

nightmare to arrive at a solution that could be considered fair by the population at large.  It must, however, be 

fair, and in the best interests of the town’s current residents. 

 

۩  Welwyn Garden City bus station 

 
Following up on the Society’s continuing push to improve the entrances into the town, and with less than 18 

months to go until the start of Welwyn Garden City’s centenary year, members may well have seen that one of 

the 2020 project’s signature events is gathering pace. 

 

The WGC Centenary Foundation, through its Gateways Working Group, was given the opportunity for an 

input into the finishing touches on the new £1 million bus station in the town centre.  The Foundation's 'A 

Garden City with a Welcome' team seeks to encourage visitors, businesses and residents to feel proud that 

they have arrived at a special destination - irrespective of mode of transport. 

 

 
View of the new bus station from Hunters Bridge car park 
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It had been decided that the Louis de Soissons’ 1920 Town Plan should be the source of design for the 

entrances into the town, whether by road, rail or bus.  A high quality scan of the de Soissons plan was 

obtained and a descriptive panel produced.  Both can be seen in the bus station. 

 

 

 

The safety markers on the plate glass walls of the 

station were produced by a local designer, Nick 

Starling.  They feature the stylised design of a 

garden city, the map’s border and the symbol used 

for the shopping area: all from the de Soissons  

Town Plan. 

 

To view further progress on this project, and the 

Foundation’s other 13 signature events, please see 

www.wgccentenary.org where you can also sign 

up to get involved.  The team look forward to 

hearing from residents. 

 

The Gateways Working Group is continuing with 

the town’s road signs and work has started on the 

£600k upgrade of the railway station. 

 

۩  The Centenary 
 

The Centenary Foundation is keen to develop a ‘Meet and Greet’ tour for visitors to the town which can be 

delivered by a group of trained local volunteers.  It is early days at the moment, but if you might like to 

become involved in this initiative, please get in touch with us, or the Foundation via its website (see above). 

 

۩  Welwyn Garden City Horticultural Society 

 
The Society, which is the second oldest society in the Garden City, is a friendly, welcoming club for all 

gardeners; young; old; expert and beginner.  It aims to promote and encourage the skill, knowledge, art and 

enjoyment of gardening through a wide range of activities, mainly consisting of speaker meetings and garden 

visits.  They also try to provide help, information and advice to members through their newsletters, web site 

and contact between members. 

 

The focal activity is the programme of monthly speaker meetings (September through to May) that are free to 

members and open to guests and visitors for a donation of £3.  Membership is £15 and runs for a year from  

1 September.  However, potential new members can join at any time throughout the season.  Evening 

meetings are held on the second Tuesday of the month in St Francis Church Hall, Church Road, WGC at 8pm. 

 

If you are interested in joining or would like further information, please contact the Membership Secretary, 

Steve Williams, on 01707 324608 or patstevewilliams@btinternet.com. 

 

۩  Blue plaques 
 

From time to time, the blue plaques in town arise in conversation.  For those who would like to know where 

they all are, this web site reveals all: http://www.lemsfordonline.co.uk/blueplaques.html#blueplaques. 

 

The reason why photographs of the town’s blue plaques appear on a site headed ‘Lemsford online’, is simply 

because no one else has done it in Welwyn Garden City where it could be found more logically. 
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The Society is now seeking to partner with the Foundation to reinvigorate the 'blue plaque' scheme as part of 

its contribution to the centenary celebrations.  If you have any suggestions for new blue plaque sites, please let 

us know (wgcsociety@live.com). 

 

۩  Lemsford Village Fete 

 

 

 

The Society recently took a stand at this local fete. 

 

The stall was quite busy and we had a lot of 

interest and some good conversations with 

concerned residents.  Steve Bensley, 

Secretary, had organised a quiz that seemed to 

go down well.  It certainly introduced us to 

many younger, local residents who had not 

heard of us before.  We should like to 

participate in other events like this if more 

volunteers would come forward to help out.

 

۩  The position of married women 
 

In our age, one hundred years from the time when women’s suffrage was still a significant issue, it is 

interesting to see that in this town, the fight for women’s equality was in full swing.  The following extract is 

from the Welwyn Times of 26 October 1933 reflecting the pressure on women in employment when there was 

significant feeling that they were taking jobs from men who had just returned from the Great War of 1914 to 

1918: 

 

“Miss Anne Munroe addresses Women’s Freedom League. 

 

Unfortunately for the Women’s Freedom League, Mrs Pethwick-Lawrence, owing to indisposition, was 

unable to speak at the arranged meeting last night on the question of married women.  But at the same time, 

the Society was fortunate enough in securing Miss Anne Munroe, one of the league’s best speakers, in her 

place.  Dr Miall-Smith took the chair. 

 

Equality has always been the watchword of the Women’s Freedom League, said Miss Munroe, and they, as 

well as men, were able to co-operate with all their intelligence in strengthening the power of the world. 

 

Married women particularly, must have the right to continue in work of their own choosing.  ‘Can you 

imagine a more unhappy home than where an adult person is forced into a position against her will?’ she 

asked. 

 

For housekeeping and looking after children were highly skilled jobs.  But at the same time different 

individuals by their propensities for professional and other kinds of work, were being ousted merely because 

they were married. 

 

There was ample need for these intelligent women to marry and bear children, but at the same time, they 

should be allowed absolute freedom, without unfair discrimination. 

 

The lecturer barred the idea that the question of unemployment could be solved by the withdrawal of women 

from the labour market, and maintained that a better England could be built if women as specialists could go 

on with their choice of vocation.” 
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۩  Sir Henry Birkin 
 

Sir Henry Birkin was well known in this town as the owner of a garage that brought the supercharged Bentley 

to world prominence.  We have covered aspects of his life before but his obituary in the Welwyn Hatfield 

Times of 29 June 1966 is also fascinating because of further references and insights that it contains.  It reads 

as follows: 

 

“The late Sir Henry Birkin, whose untimely death from blood poisoning took place last week, was well known 

and popular in Welwyn Garden City for several years. 

 

His workshops in Broadwater Road, which he started in January 1929, were Sir Henry’s racing headquarters 

during the period of his greatest triumphs.  At the height of his activity, nearly 100 skilled mechanics were 

employed there in tuning the famous Bentleys and in the car reconditioning business which took place on the 

same site. 

 

Many residents will remember the send-off given to Sir Henry and the Bentley team, including Dr Benjafield 

who attended him in his last illness, when one Saturday morning in 1930 the four great green cars were drawn 

up outside the Cherry Tree (for newcomers, now the site occupied by Waitrose) en route for Le Mans.  This 

was a few days after Sir Henry Seagrave had gone to his death on Lake Windermere, and the Bentley carried 

crepe streamers on their bonnets. 

 

News of the race was eagerly awaited in the town.  When the result came through, we learnt how Birkin’s 

Bentley had pounded after the giant Mercedes driven by Carraciola until the pace put both the Bentley and the 

German car out of action, leaving the way clear for victory by the rest  of the Bentley team. 

 

This was, perhaps, Sir Henry’s most famous race, but his other achievements during his Welwyn years still 

remain as a monument.  This was the lap record at Brooklands of 138.7 mph which still stands – a marvellous 

feat where any speed over 100 mph is of the utmost danger. 

 

There were many devoted followers in Welwyn of “Tim” Birkin’s exploits but none loved him more than the 

members of the Welwyn Garden City Boys Club who, on a number of occasions, were shown around the 

Broadwater Road workshops and feasted on an amazing spread of “tuck”. 

 

Sir Henry was buried last Saturday in the little churchyard of Blakeney in Norfolk, overlooking the sea.  The 

bier was taken to the grave by his gamekeepers and members of the Blakeney lifeboat crew, of which Sir 

Henry was Captain, and the whole village turned out to say farewell.” 

 

This obituary says a lot about a very different age in the tone of the period. 

 

۩  Railway station improvements 
 

Leaving aside the recent timetabling problems our commuters have had to endure, members will be well 

aware that the station has been the subject of neglect for some time.  An initiative called ‘Adopt a Station’ is a 

voluntary scheme that started in 2003 and enables individuals or groups to adopt their local railway station 

and contribute to its use and welfare.  Under this initiative the local Hitchin and Enfield Chase Railway 

Stations have been adopted by the Hitchin Rotary Club and The Enfield Society respectively to plant up and 

maintain flowers. 

 

Similarly, a local group led by Lynda Cowan, formed The Friends of Welwyn Garden City Station which was 

shortly and fittingly changed to ‘WGC All Aboarders’ (to reflect the fact of working on the railways, as well 

as looking after garden borders) to undertake work to improve the station's appearance and flora.  This is 

being done with the Society’s support. 
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The station before it was neglected 

 

The flower beds on our local station contain large shrubs and hedges which have become unruly over time and 

are far more extensive than those introduced at Hitchin or Enfield Chase.  A lot more work is required to 

improve them, not least for the town's centenary. 

 

Initially, Lynda's team of volunteers tended the existing Hybrid T Roses, Bush Roses, Lace-cap Viburnum and 

Witch Hazel while Privet hedges, Laurels and Pines have been cut well back.  Very recently they have been 

able to add annuals such as Nasturtiums grown from seed, Marigolds and Petunia plants.  You can see the 

results on platforms 3 and 4 and in the two photographs below.  Next they will be setting out large plant 

troughs by the platform seating. 

 

 
 

The Society committee is happy to support the good work being done here but there is more to do, so anyone 

who wishes to support this initiative should contact Lynda Cowan either by emailing lynda.cowan@virgin.net 

or phoning 01707 324723. 
 

۩  What’s in a name? 

 
Welwyn Garden City lies on a geological border.  To the north is the chalk stretching from the Chiltern Hills 

into East Anglia; to the south is the clay of the South Herts Plateau.  This gives rise to some interesting 

topographical features, many of which are reflected in the street names of the town. 
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Valley Road is an important west side route into and out of town.  Valleys are cut into the land by rivers, 

which can then be found flowing strongly along the valley floor, but neither of the town’s two rivers (Mimram 

and Lea) flow beside Valley Road, so why Valley?  Valley Road undoubtedly flows along the floor of a 

valley, with roads like High Oaks Road ascending quite steeply up the northern valley side and Youngs Rise 

climbing up the southern side, but there is no river or stream. This feature is known as a ‘dry valley’ and we 

have to look back 11,000 years to understand its formation.  This was the end of the last Ice Age.  Glaciers 

were melting; there was meltwater aplenty, which created more and bigger rivers than we see now.  At the 

same time, the climate was still cold, so pores in the chalk, which today soak up water like a sponge, were full 

of ice.  Meltwater streams flowed over the frozen chalk, one of which cut the valley in which we find the 

eponymous road.  Now the meltwater is gone and any remaining stream has sunk into the unimpeded pores of 

the chalk to join the groundwater below. 

 

This is reflected in other names of Welwyn Garden City too.  ‘Dell’ is another name for a valley and we have 

Great Dell in the Sherrards area of the town and Golden Dell in the Hatfield Hyde area.  The ‘well’ in 

Wellcroft Road probably refers to the ready supply of water from the chalk aquifer underground. 

  

The chalk beneath our feet is responsible for another major feature of the town.  Swallow holes are a particular 

menace to builders.  Some are well established, but others can appear overnight – as in St Albans quite 

recently.  We have The Swallows in the Haldens area, and there is also Swallow Dell Primary School and 

Swallowfields in the Peartree area. 

  

Chalk is a porous rock and soaks up rainwater like a sponge.  It is also soluble, and our slightly acid rainwater 

is particularly good at dissolving it.  As pores in the chalk are enlarged, large bodies of rainwater collect 

underground and can form a cave (as at Royston or Ware in Hertfordshire).  If the enlarged pores are near the 

surface they may not be able to support the clay rock and soil above the chalk. When this happens, the clay 

and soil can collapse into the cave below, the cave is exposed to daylight, and a swallow hole is formed. 

 

The clay of the South Herts Plateau has features which are commemorated in place names too.  This 

topographical feature is heavily dissected by rivers.  Clay is impervious and water flows on top of it.  In 

Welwyn Garden City the plateau is dissected by the rivers Lea and Mimram and also by the numerous 

meltwater streams which flowed 11,000 years ago.  It hardly looks like a plateau at all.  It resembles a series 

of valleys with ridges between them, hence ‘The Ridgeway’ which is found between Heronswood Road and 

Black Fan Road in Panshanger. 

 

Welwyn Garden City is hardly unusual in having streets named after topographical features.  It is common in 

most towns, but it does give us a clue about the town’s geology and geomorphology.  Some of this is unique.  

Stonehills in the town centre may be named after the local Hertfordshire Puddingstone, found mainly in our 

county.  This is a rock made up of flints embedded in natural, sandy cement.  It was used to build church walls 

and to grind corn in medieval times.  It may have been found in our town centre, so there is much to be learnt 

from a study of place names. 

 

۩  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. 

 


