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Dear Member 
 
Well, we have discovered what makes a number of our residents tick - trains!  Our last newsletter carried a brief 
summary of the light railways that were used to bring construction materials to building sites as the town was first 
being built.  We have had a number of comments since and a selection of them is included. 
 
You will see that we asking for your help on a number of issues and your assistance where this is requested would 
be most welcome.  We also have two dates for your diaries. 
 
Finally, we are giving web site addresses on a number of issues in this edition and we are conscious that some 
residents do not have access to the internet.  I do not think we can avoid this these days, as it is by far the easiest 
way to get information.  However, members can usually get access to the internet through friends and, of course, 
the local libraries provide free access for up to an hour. 
 
 
 

 
 

Moorlands – Beehive Conservation Area 
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۩  Estate Management Scheme 
 
Members will note that the Estate Management Scheme is to get a new lease of life as our last newsletter set out.   
 
Members will also recall that one of the most frequently mentioned points that residents raised in the consultation 
period with the Council was the importance of “enforcement”.  Indeed, without proper enforcement the scheme 
would fail once more to meet the aspirations of those who wish to see the Garden City continue as something very 
distinct.  We also said that we had learned a lot about how the system works and how important it was for the 
Society to ensure that it communicates its message to those that are elected to the Council and who have the power 
to act. 
 
The Society remains concerned that the Council will fail to provide adequate resources for the Planning 
Department to ensure that enforcement is carried out effectively.  The current economic climate can always be 
blamed but, actually, it is simply a question of political will to make it happen.  It would mean that all the effort and 
fine words that have been stated, as to how matters should be done in the future would not, in fact, happen.  This is 
the sort of thing that happens within the political process and shows how vital it is for the residents of Welwyn 
Garden City to make their presence felt on issues about which they are concerned.  Without their views being 
properly put forward, other pressures and priorities simply take over. 
 
The committee is satisfied that funds can be found to do the job properly and it is a question of allocating the funds 
to meet the need, so it has emailed all councillors, reminding them of the importance of the Estate Management 
Scheme.  Members who are concerned could usefully contact their local councillors to add their views to those put 
forward by the committee. We may yet have to raise our game into a significant campaign to get this to happen. 
 
In the meantime, the Society is working with the Council Planning Department on implementing a long term 
communications’ plan as to how the Estate Management Scheme is to be inculcated back into the minds of all 
residents, especially those that are newly arrived.  As part of this work, we would like all members to pass the 
names, addresses and telephone numbers of all local builders, jobbing gardeners, garden designers and constructors 
and hard standing constructors to the Secretary.  This list will be used to ensure that all those who work within 
Welwyn Garden City, but who are not necessarily on the radar, are sent details of the scheme.   
 
Finally, the Society has agreed that it will help the Council photograph all frontages to houses within the Estate 
Management Scheme and to this end volunteers are needed.  They need to have a digital camera and the means to 
email pictures to the Council.  Volunteers should email the Secretary so that work on this very important project 
can begin this spring. 
 
۩  Broadwater development proposals by Tesco PLC 
 
Members will be aware of the Society’s concern at the proposed redevelopment of the Broadwater site and the 
possible impact upon the existing town centre.  It is certainly the single most important development proposal to 
impact the town centre, probably since its inception.  
 
The latest development is the formal adoption of the Broadwater Road West Supplementary Planning Document by 
the Council after considering the various submissions they received from the public and interested bodies.  The 
plan, together with all the submissions and their adoption or otherwise, can be seen at: http://tinyurl.com/9zz2ts. 
 
Members will see that if there are any persons who are aggrieved by the plans then they have until 2 March next to 
launch a challenge by judicial review.  Given that Tesco PLC is the majority landowner on the site through its 
development arm, Spenhill, and as it appears to have radically different ideas on what should be built there, judicial 
review seems to be inevitable.  
 
Members may be interested to know that the Society has finally made contact with representatives of Tesco PLC 
and is hoping to meet them in the not too distant future.  
 
In the meantime, members may be aware that a debate is taking place on Grant Shapps’ web site as whether there 
should be retail development (ie, a large Tesco store) on the Broadwater site.  Members are encouraged to join that 
Forum and make sure their views are heard.  The debate is to be found under the section “General Welwyn Hatfield 
Discussion” on: http://www.shapps.com/forum/ 
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۩  Postcards from Welwyn Garden City 
 
We are delighted to announce that the Society now has two postcards available for sale, priced at 30p each.    
 
They will be available at the Public Library and other outlets in the area in due course and will also be directly 
available from Jenny McCann, telephone 01707 322233. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
۩  A date for your diary 
  
A meeting for members has been arranged as follows: 
  
The speaker will be Mr Kevin FitzGerald, Honorary Director of the Council for the Protection of Rural England, 
Hertfordshire.  He was recently seen on ITV in "Planning Wars" on the debate over the proposed wind farm at 
Benington.  He will focus his talk on the local area, perhaps on the Mimram. 
  
The meeting will be held at The Fairway Suite, Panshanger Golf Complex, Old Herns Lane, Welwyn Garden City 
AL7 2ED (telephone 01707 336007) on Thursday 19 March 2009.  The room will be available from 7.30 in the 
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evening and members and guests should arrive for an 8.00 start.  There will be no charge for members, but their 
guests will be asked to pay £5 on entry.  Please make every effort to attend, and bring along some guests too! 
 
۩  That light railway 
 
Tony Rook writes: 
 
“There is always a possibility - well, it amounts almost to a certainty that an apparently authoritative printed 
statement will get repeated and gather credibility until it almost amounts to historic fact.  My examination of the 
'known facts' about the construction of Digswell viaduct (Herts Past & Present 3, 3, pp 24-27) illustrates the point.  
Very little of the published material to that date was verifiable and in fact most of it was untrue! 
  
The map of Welwyn Garden City light railway in your Newsletter for October (was it taken from the Welwyn 
Archaeological Society newsletter without acknowledgement?) is substantially the one to be found in my "Welwyn 
Garden City Past" - not surprising, since some of the sources were, no doubt, the same.  I have, however, so far, 
been unable to find any contemporary authoritative map of it, like the Ordnance Survey.  Any offers from readers? 
  
This map certainly ignores the fact that this was essentially a light railway and, although clearly it was 
advantageous for it to have relatively permanent routes to some sites, we know that branches were taken up and re-
laid to places where work was in progress.  It also ignores the line which I found ran to the Great North Road, 
Valley Road corner, Lemsford.  At least I can prove its existence.  There's a contemporary photograph of it: plate 
114 on page 85 of my book.” 
 
Editor’s note: 
 
When we printed the extract, we only knew the author’s name but had no idea where the original article may have 
first appeared, though we did give the author a mention.  The map that we had was in a poor condition and, for the 
same reason, we did not give it any specific acknowledgement. 
 
We agree, however, that the railway was a light railway, it was moved as building works demanded and it was not a 
permanent fixture or permanent way.  No records have so far been found that show all its permutations during its 
lifetime in the town. 
 
Another member writes: 
 
“A minor point in connection with the item on the narrow gauge railway and, in particular, the associated (undated) 
map is that the road shown as linking Digswell Road (as it was) with the viaduct was not constructed until the mid 
1950's, when it was driven through the site of two houses in Coneydale, which had been destroyed by bombing 
during the war. 
  
Until the new road opened, the route to the viaduct was along the road shown, for some reason, as dotted to just 
past Digswell Lodge where there was a junction at the eastern edge of the farm buildings (not shown on the map), 
which is now Vine Close. It then followed the line of what are, today, Harwood Hill and Sewells, plus the footpath 
to Bessemer Road, where it passed under the viaduct. 
  
I realise that you did not draw the map, as I am familiar with the original article, but with no wish to nit-pick, I 
thought that you might like to be aware of this very minor inconsistency, as the map does not show quite a few 
roads that were in existence before the Digswell Road extension came into existence.” 
 
۩  The trees in Stanborough Park 
 
Members will be well aware that the Council felled all the trees in the south car park of Stanborough Park with a 
haste that is not characteristic of their normal approach to getting things done.  The outcome is a real indictment of 
how not to manage any estate. 
 
We are now faced with a barren and boring municipal car park until such time as replanting takes place.  This is 
already estimated to incur anything up to £150, 000 at a time when the economy is getting substantially worse, and 
we worry that the likelihood will be that the replanting may be delayed through lack of funds.  Currently, no funds 



 5 

have been allocated to the replanting.  However, if the Council is to proceed, as it claims, then we would expect to 
see the cost of the replanting agreed in next year’s budget - this should settled before the end of this financial year. 
 

 
 

South car park – Stanborough Park 
 
The fact remains that for the past twenty years or more the trees in the car park were not examined or their future 
considered.  This remains the real indictment of Council inactivity, whatever the political complexion of the 
administration that was running the Borough over the period, and we are all the poorer for it. 
 
For those who would like to read a resident’s summary of the position please look at: 
http://tinyurl.com/8rczgn 
 
In the meantime, the Society has complained to the Local Government Ombudsman about the flawed consultation 
process.  
 
۩  How we came to Valley Road 
 
Just over 50 years ago, I was an apprentice at de Havilland Aircraft Company in Hatfield and in need of new 
lodgings.  I had decided to leave my current little old Welsh landlady, as I had acquired an old James 125cc 
motorcycle (ex-army) and this was the reason, together with the virtual lack of hot water to bath in, that I felt 
obliged to move on.  I could either bath in one and a half inches of comfortable water or three inches of tepid water.  
 
The motorcycle had become an embarrassment.  On the second time out with my new provisional licence, it had 
stalled half way to Codicote.  Having totally failed to restart it, I had pushed the thing back to my digs over the 
Twentieth Mile Bridge.  It was parked in Mrs T's back garden and something had to be done.  One afternoon, as 
Mrs. T was hanging out some washing, I gave it another try:  Kick - nothing, kick - nothing, kick - boom!  But, 
instead of starting, it stripped the thread in the cylinder head and fired the spark plug out of its hole, across the 
lawn, straight at Mrs T.  She wasn't hit, but she was rather surprised and not too happy.  
 
I eventually exchanged the motor bike for a second hand electric razor which, with access to electronic parts, I 
could keep running; that was more than I could do for the bike. 
 
So, how to find digs?  Adverts in newspapers didn't seem much help and no one I knew had any suggestions.  
Staying in Welwyn Garden City was my choice.  I had old friends in Codicote and could pedal to Hatfield and the 
‘Tech’.  I decided to use a technique some other enterprising 'prentice had tried, or said he had tried: “Choose 
somewhere that looks like a nice place to live and knock on the door”. 
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In the 1950s, a stranger knocking on the door would not provoke a call to the police.  “When the resident answers, 
explain as follows: “I understand you have digs to rent”, or words to that effect.”  I must admit I did find this lie a 
bit morally taxing, but needs must when the devil drives.  Needless to say, the normal response was, “Oh, that's not 
right.  Where did you hear that?”  I would then explain, as I had been advised, that a student at the Tech (which of 
the group, I couldn't remember) was the source.  Producing no candidate residence, this process can be slow, may 
not work and, requiring a lie, ethically questionable. But it was worth a try. 
 
However, I was lucky.  In those days there was nothing north of the campus, beyond the long gone railway line and 
I wanted to be away from the east side of the main line railway.  I had picked Valley Road but can't completely 
remember why that road in particular, but it certainly met the essential “nice place to live” requirement and, in 
those days, I could use the bus route to Hatfield if the weather was really bad.  Not that I can ever remember 
affording to go on the bus to work or to the Tech, but I can remember pushing my bike through six inches of snow.  
Anyway, after a few fruitless tries, I got a response that was just what I wanted.  “No, not here, but maybe you got 
the wrong number.  Perhaps it was Mrs S next door, as she was talking about getting a lodger.” 
 
Well, the tip was right.  Mr and Mrs S did, indeed, have a spare room they were willing to offer as digs and bed and 
breakfast and an evening meal were part of the deal.  That must have been one of the luckiest days of my life.  I 
stayed with them through my apprenticeship and stayed on until I had finished my PhD at Imperial College 
London.  I was treated like a son. 
 
Commuting from that home was far preferable to going into some scrubby flat in London.  The day I left to go 
abroad, my younger brother, just about to start a one year assignment in Borehamwood, having seen me off on the 
boat at Southampton, returned to Valley Road, took my place and stayed until he left for Cambridge to do his 
doctorate.  Some years later, he and his wife were back in a different house they bought in Welwyn Garden City, in 
Valley Road of course, later upgrading to another one also in Valley Road.  Part of the family is still in Valley 
Road.  
 
Mr and Mrs S had a little boy, well below school age when I first met him, who is now a well established figure in 
the arts world.  By a complete coincidence, involving transatlantic travel and another university, I am a part-time 
colleague of his daughter, who was much surprised (fortunately pleasantly) when I walked into her office and said I 
knew her grandfather and her father from 50 years ago:  "Oh, wow! My dad told me about you two brothers".   
 
Now, visiting family in Welwyn Garden City, from the other side of the Atlantic, walking down from the station, it 
feels like coming home, especially as I started the connection.  I think my little lie might be forgiven. 

۩  Paving, railings and street furniture in the town centre 

Residents who may have looked at the planning application for the Sainsbury’s redevelopment would have read the 
following comments within its Design Statement.  It is such an important comment on the state of our town centre by 
independent professionals that we think a summary is worthy of printing here: 
  
“.…whilst the vegetation provides a strong defining character to Welwyn Garden City, providing it with much of 
its aesthetic appeal and distinctiveness, the use of hard materials often adds little, and in some situations, actually 
detracts from the appearance and character of the town centre.  Unlike most of the vegetation, the paving and street 
furniture looks tired, poorly maintained, and generally has a neglected appearance.  The floorscape is a key aspect 
in an urban public realm location, in a functional sense in providing a walking surface and creating a setting for 
adjacent buildings, as well as defining the character and appearance of the public realm, which can be particularly 
important in more tightly defined urban spaces, as is the case within the site.  Much of the paving used is very basic 
concrete paving slabs, typically 600 x 600mm, as used throughout the town centre, which creates an unattractive 
and monotonous floorscape.  These do not weather well, creating a grey appearance over time, due to the effects of 
dirt, pollution, and spotted appearance of chewing gum. Where slabs are replaced, the whiter colour of new slabs 
leads to an untidy patchwork appearance. Additionally, slabs have become uneven and broken in places.  Poor 
detailing can further detract from the quality of the paved surface, in this case from the use of concrete to 
accommodate changes in level for disabled access.  Macadam is typically used for vehicular surfacing and is 
generally in a good condition, although can be patchy and poor in appearance. 
 
Concrete is also used for edging and kerbing around grass and shrub beds.  In some locations flush edging provides 
a more continuous finish to the paved surface, but has led to damage and erosion of the fringes of vegetation.  In  
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other locations, raised edges have been more effective at diverting pedestrians away from the vegetation, but the 
use of different styles has resulted in a lack of unity and an uneven top edge and variable greying appearance, 
which creates a poor appearance. 
 

 
 

What would he have thought? 
 
Occasional use of other materials within the paving provides visual interest, eg, granite setts, and a more distinctive 
and interesting paving pattern forms part of a courtyard within Parkway, which incorporates varying sizes of 
paving slabs, blue brick pavers and terracotta tiles.  However, the use of such paving detail is very limited and thus, 
where applied, often appears rather arbitrary and unrelated to the wider setting.  Except for the poor maintenance, 
the latter illustrates one of the few examples of a distinctive and attractive floorscape.  Recent improvements at The 
Campus provides a good example in the use of attractive paving materials to create a more informal character 
through the use of smaller concrete paving slabs and resin bonded gravel with blue brick edging.  This creates a 
harmonious appearance that offsets the surrounding planting and is appropriate to the more informal parkland 
setting of The Campus.  In contrast though, the use of red tarmac to define the large expanse of the central walkway 
through open space tends to dominate and overpower in this location. 
 
The quality of built materials is more typically found within the surrounding buildings and structures of the public 
realm, which create a much stronger visual character within the public realm.  Red brick is used in some of the low 
walls, with Portland stone copings, as found at the entrance to the Howard Centre and in the use of railings.  Some 
very distinctive and attractive ironwork is found in balustrades on buildings, railings, and knee rails, as found in 
Howardsgate. 
 
The street furniture used within the town centre is generally of a poor appearance and condition.  A mixture of 
styles, materials and appearance creates an uncoordinated impression.  Again, poor quality materials are often used 
or have a very ordinary or ubiquitous appearance so that it is not distinctive to Welwyn Garden City, or just poorly 
maintained.  Examples of these include the use of chunky concrete bollards, which look dated, have a poor 
appearance and lack the distinctive appearance that relates to Welwyn Garden City.  In contrast, metal bollards 
have been used in the recent improvements within The Campus.  These are the more distinctive sphere finials, 
painted in the green/grey colour that is typical of Welwyn Garden City.  This most closely reflects the metal work 
of the knee railing used in Howardsgate and creates a positive introduction.  A standard litter bin is used throughout 
the town centre, but is utilitarian in appearance and again, ubiquitous in character, often being found in other urban 
areas around the country.  These are cheap to provide and maintain, but form an unattractive aspect in the public 
realm.  A mixture of seating styles can be found from the metal or timber framed seats with arm rests, possibly 
originating from de Soissons' time, to a similar construction, but plainer in appearance, and ever-present park 
benches.  Much of the seating now looks tired and generally of poor appearance, predominantly due to a lack of 
maintenance.  A proliferation of signs, and their uncoordinated use and appearance further detracts from the public 
realm. 
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In addition to the railings, balustrades, metal bollards and knee rails, there are some other good examples of street 
furniture that provide local distinctiveness and character to the public realm.  These include the lanterns and 
luminaries used for the street lighting, although the varying treatment to the lighting columns detracts from this 
distinctiveness.  Some are left with a galvanised finish, others given a green/grey paint finish and there is also the 
introduction of standard lanterns with a utilitarian appearance.  There are also the very characteristic and carefully 
designed metalwork supports for the pleached trees, plus the canopy adjacent to the Anniversary Gardens and Sir 
Theodore's Way and the equally individual poster booths found in Howardsgate….” 
 
So it’s not just us…. We have picked up on this and shall be tackling both County and the Borough on this as 
responsibility for the public realm is split between the two. 
 
۩  Oxfam Online Hub 
 
Following the successful launch of the first online charity shop in September 2007, Oxfam has expanded its online 
presence and opened its first online hub in South Mundells, Welwyn Garden City. 
 
The 8,000 square feet site is just off the Mundells one-way system and receives clothing donations from a variety 
of sources.  These donations are sorted to extract the most saleable items and are then steamed, photographed and 
listed on the Oxfam online shop website (www.oxfam.org.uk/shop) before being stored on rails in the warehouse.  
Once sold, the item is then picked from the rails and dispatched.  The aim is to list 20,000 by April 2009, with 
8,000 already completed. 
 
This exciting and ground breaking new initiative has created a large number of volunteering opportunities.  It gives 
individuals the chance to be a part of something innovative whilst also helping to overcome poverty and suffering.  
There are currently 60 volunteers giving from a few hours to a few days a week, but more volunteers are needed to 
reach that 20,000 target.   
 
If you are interested in fashion or like working with computers, enjoy an enthusiastic team environment or want a 
variation of roles, Oxfam’s online hub would like to hear from you.  Anybody from fourteen upwards is welcome 
to come along, and no previous experience is required, as full training is given.  
 
If you would like to see what we do, then come along to 4 South Mundells and we will be happy to show you 
around.  If you're considering volunteering for something this year, why not email oxfamshopf8090@oxfam.org.uk 
or telephone 01707 330776 for more information. 
 
۩  Notice of Annual General Meeting 
 
Notice is hereby given that the next Annual General Meeting of the Society will be held on Wednesday 17 June 
next at 20.00 hours at The Friends Meeting House, Handside Lane, Welwyn Garden City AL8 6SP. 
 
۩  We would very much like to hear any thoughts you might have on Welwyn Garden City, past or present, 
positive or negative.  If anything comes to mind, do please contact the newsletter co-ordinator or, indeed, any 
committee member.  We are not always aware of what you might consider to be a useful insight into some 
important aspect of our town, so any interaction would be a good thing.  Please feel free to either email me on 
sheila.oreilly@talktalk.net or telephone me on 01707 324272. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


