
 

WELWYN GARDEN CITY SOCIETY 
Newsletter

October 2007 
www.wgcsoc.org.uk

 
Dear Member 
 
You may recall that last year the committee sought to get to the bottom of the leaf clearing mystery that we had 
hoped Councillor Franey, then in charge of the environment portfolio at the Council, would resolve for us.  He 
declined.  However, we are hoping that Councillor Berry, who has taken over this portfolio, will ensure that the 
problems the town encountered last year are avoided this autumn.  We shall report on this in the next newsletter. 
 
 
 

 
Campus Arena 

 
۩  Dealings with the Borough and County authorities 
  
Members do tell us how frustrated they get when their reporting of highway faults or poorly cut verges take so very 
long to rectify.  They are reminded that, when taking these matters up, it is essential they keep records of their 
contacts with the local authorities concerned, as this is very helpful in pursuing matters at a later date. 
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۩  Welwyn Garden City Golf Club 
 
Residents of the Mannicotts and High Oaks Road area of the town are likely to be aware of proposals by the golf 
club to redevelop part of their site.  A number of residents who are also members of WGC Society have drawn the 
matter to our attention. 
 
From what we have seen, the original proposals are quite out of keeping with the surrounding area, have no regard 
for the ethos of the town, destroy valuable trees and will lead to a significant escalation in traffic.  Furthermore, the 
plans would appear to be significant over-development of the site, as the proposals provide for a three storey block 
of flats consisting of sixteen two bedroom flats. 
 
We have written to the golf club indicating that we would be opposed to such proposals but, should they wish to re-
develop their site, we would be willing to discuss revised proposals that may be suitable.   
 
۩  Digswell Lake Society meetings 
 
The Secretary of the Digswell Lake Society has provided me the following dates of proposed meetings in 2008.  
WGC Society members, who are interested in attending, may do so for the modest sum of £1 per person.  All 
meetings are held in Digswell Village Hall, starting at 7.30pm. 
 
25 January 2008 
Speaker: Ian Davis 
Subject: "Local River maintenance and flood defences" 
Ian is an Inspector with the Environment Agency. 
  
14 March 2008 
Speaker: Dr Edward Eastwood 
Subject: "The Clinton-Baker Pinetum at Bayfordbury". 
Dr Eastwood, the Curator, will talk about the restoration project on this site, which was first planted in1767. 
  
13 June 2008 AGM 
Speaker: Richard Thomas 
Subject: "Introduction to Waterways" 
An insight into the world of British Inland Waterways. 
  
10 October 2008 
Speaker: Reverend Tom Gladwin 
Subject: "Alfred Russel Wallace and other Hertfordshire Naturalists". 
1 July 2008 is the 150th anniversary of the first papers on Natural Selection by Alfred Russel Wallace and Charles 
Darwin. 
  
21 November 2008 
Speaker Chris James 
Subject: "A brief sojourn in Oman" 
Chris spent a month on a working farm in Oman and made visits to nearby mountain ranges. 
 
۩  Floods 
 
We have an enquiry from the Museum Service as to whether anyone can recall flooding in Welwyn Garden City?  
If anyone can recall such an event, would they please contact the secretary in the first instance on either telephone 
number 01707 324272 or email shaun.oreilly@talktalk.net. 
 
۩  Opercula 
 
From the Latin operire, to cover, the word is normally used to describe the bony plate in certain gastropods 
covering the opening of the shell when the body is withdrawn.  So says the Collins Concise English Dictionary. 
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The word was also used by the Victorians to describe cast iron manhole covers and the like.  In London, these 
covers, particularly the ones covering coal holes, became somewhat of an art form.  Indeed, it was said that in the 
London fogs you could tell which street you were in by the pattern of the coal holes.  Books have been written on 
the subject. 
 

 
 
Welwyn Garden City has its own opercula.  Welwyn Builders had its own manhole covers personalized to cover 
the drains it built.  Many were cast at the Welwyn Foundry in Bessemer Road; others were produced elsewhere to 
its specifications. 
 

  
 
What is amazing about these common street objects is just how good they are at their job.  Many are now 
approaching eighty years old, are unpainted and have received no maintenance whatsoever, yet remain looking 
good.  The reason is not fully understood.  Cast Iron develops a patina; the outer surface is almost pure iron and 
develops a robust oxide surface which, when mixed with road and pavement traffic, produces the characteristic 
finish.  Next time you walk into town, admire the opercula as well as the rest of the street scene. 
 
۩  Update on Sainsbury’s, Waitrose and Tesco 
 
In our January newsletter, we reported on the then known position of the Sainsbury’s redevelopment.  Work was 
due to begin in August 2007, after long delays.  However, since then, the company has acquired both its current site 
and more from the owners. This means that Sainsbury’s now appears to be the owner of the whole area that 
stretches from its current site, along one side of Wigmores South around to Howardsgate.  The long and short of 
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this is that its entire redevelopment is back for redesign.  We have written to Sainsbury’s about the impact the delay 
is having on this end of the town centre.  We do not expect to see any proposals until early next year at the earliest. 
 
Meanwhile, the Waitrose redevelopment has been approved.  The Society made submissions to the Borough 
Council in relation to this redevelopment. 
 
Finally, Tesco has acquired still more land in the Broadwater area.  It is a matter of serious concern for the town if 
Tesco intends to again challenge the current zoning of this area as ‘non retail’.  The committee of the Society 
would be opposed to any proposals that detracted from the existing town centre as the central focus of the town.  
Residents will be well aware of the state of the town centre some 20 to 30 years ago and they will not wish to see 
any more pressure exerted on the existing town centre that would detract retail custom away from it.   We have 
written again to the Competition Commission who is still conducting an enquiry into aspects of supermarket 
development, drawing attention to Tesco’s further acquisition of land. 
 
۩  Welwyn Garden City Band – from a band supporter 
 
In the spring of 1962, my employer, IBM, set up its north London office in Welwyn Garden City on the first floor 
of Gate House, Fretherne Road, above the Fine Fare supermarket.  As a consequence, my family and I decided that 
we would move to a house in Crossway on the new estate of Digswell Park.  Having settled there, we thought we 
should do what all local residents presumably did – bought a copy of the local paper, The Welwyn Times, to 
familiarise ourselves with local affairs. 
 
The first story we read, told of the retirement of the founder of the Welwyn Garden City Band, namely, John Hart, 
and the story went on to tell of the band’s need of a trombonist.  Before joining IBM, I had been a keen semi-pro 
trombonist but had to give up playing, following the demands of my job, deciding that my hobby should take 
second place to my career.  The story seemed to be a heaven sent opportunity for me to become active in a small 
part of the town’s activities and to get to know some of the residents. 
 
I contacted the secretary of the band who arranged for me to collect an old fashioned silver plated ‘pea-shooter’ 
trombone after paying the first week’s subscription of 6d (2½p) and I proudly returned to Crossway to practise – no 
doubt to the chagrin of my neighbours! 
 
The band was perhaps of a very questionable musical standard at first but we had a few council engagements and I 
remember playing in the King George V playing fields, Howardsgate and Hatfield market place, usually wearing 
dark glasses, in case I was recognised. 
  
Most of our musical activities involved rehearsals, which took place in Blackthorn Road School and our musical 
directors were colourful and varied.  One of them, I remember, insisted on conducting in his bare feet.  I had to try 
and avoid watching another one, as he often confused downbeats with upbeats which, if you are a musician, can be 
very confusing for the player. 
 
The band’s musical standard slowly improved when finally, the current musical director, Bill Rumford, decided 
that we should return to brass band contesting and we entered our first contest in Clacton, in September 1970.  I 
shall never forget his tearful face when he announced, in his Durham accent, “We won a bloody cup!”  It was all of 
four inches high but we sure were proud of it.  We went on from strength to strength, going through many more 
musical directors and winning more and more cups, shields and trophies, not to mention promotion up the divisions 
in the brass band contesting world.  Unfortunately, our appearance did not match our musical standard, as we were 
still performing in the same old blazers that we had bought as a job lot for 30 shillings each, many years before. 
 
When we were approached by Sean Cox, a member of the Council’s finance staff and a stalwart of Our Lady’s 
Family Centre in Woodhall Lane, with the idea of visiting Germany and Belgium in the Easter break of 1976, I 
knew, as the then secretary of the band, that we would have to equip ourselves with a uniform worthy of our high 
musical performance.  I was sure that if we could obtain the right publicity, we could achieve our goal in obtaining 
the necessary finance to purchase a complete set of uniforms for each of the 26 musicians. 
 
After a certain amount of brainstorming, we decided on a publicity stunt that would involve us parading through 
the town in our underclothes, thus stressing the fact that we had nothing to wear.  Sadly, we lost our nerve and 
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struck a compromise by stripping down to our swimsuits and parading through the confines of the Lincoln Electric 
factory area, making sure that the press and television cameras were there to see us.  The story went worldwide and 
it resulted in the band appearing in a documentary film for Anglia television entitled “The Garden City Sound”.  
Money started to appear, following various fund raising ideas and we even received a musical composition, 
arranged for brass band, from a Swiss composer.  He had read of our plight in a Swiss newspaper and sent a letter 
addressed to “The Welwyn Garden City Band England”.  Some kind postman in the local sorting office had written 
on it “try 56 Crossway”. 
 
They were good days; we had a lot of fun, made great music and many good friends.  Our tour of Germany and 
Belgium was an enormous musical success under the baton of David Baron and the band became worthy 
ambassadors of the town, assisted by Jack Emerson and Frank Clayton, who came along to represent the Council.  
It went on from success to success but, unfortunately for me, IBM decided to send me to Paris for three years in 
September 1976 so I missed out on some of the band’s later achievements.  However, I still keep in touch through 
my younger son, who now plays cornet with the band. 
 

 
1998 

 
The Welwyn Garden City Band is the only Hertfordshire band in the championship section, which says a lot about 
its musical prowess.  Do keep an eye out for its performances; they are very good and I hope that we shall hear 
them performing on the newly refurbished Campus Arena. 
 
۩  Early Days in Handside Lane (continued) 
 
I hope my first attempt in the May 2007 newsletter brought back a few memories that some of you could relate to, 
as life for children 50 years ago was a little different than it is today.  However, in this article, the editor has made 
some alterations to conceal the identities of the guilty or the beautiful! 
 
As I explained in my last article, the Handside area had an almost village like atmosphere and the children tended 
to grow up in a very parentally controlled environment.  I suppose this was typical of many other areas at that time.  
However, we were not always ‘goody goodies’, as the following memories will reveal. 
 
We had a sort of ‘gang’, involving the more adventurous among us.  I seem to recall it was known as the ‘black 
spot gang’ but heaven knows why.  Our leader was one ‘Basher’ of The Old Drive, probably because he was the 
biggest boy in our group and the toughest.  (I first met Basher when I was about three years old and 60 odd years 
later, we are still close friends.)  He was the one who came up with the ideas as to what the gang should get up to 
and usually no one disagreed with him.  I suppose this leadership developed when we were all very young and the 
scrapes he got us into usually led to one of us getting a well deserved dressing down from our parents.  
 
Basher had a rather tough streak in him and was always up for a fight or some form of confrontation.  I recall we 
used to get visited by two brothers from darkest Melbourne Court, who thought we were a bunch of snobs.  The 
whole issue was finalised by a fight between Basher and one of the outsiders, who somehow ended up with a 
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broken arm.  We were delighted, but Basher’s parents definitely were not and he was marched around to the 
victim’s house and made to apologise, much to his annoyance.  However, he was our hero!  Apologies for going off 
at a tangent, but this kind of incident was a territorial defence of our ‘Green’, which we regarded as sacrosanct. 
 
To a very large extent, the seasons dictated our play pattern and autumn, with its darker evenings, brought an 
abrupt change to our activities.  It was also back to school time, which meant a return to more restricted play.  In 
those days (the 1950s), most households used coal fire heating - none of your ‘smoke free’ zones then.  This utility 
resulted in fog, sometimes real ‘pea soupers’ and, apart from the awful choking smell, the fog gave a sense of 
mystery.  Familiar landmarks suddenly disappeared and going out in it, mouths wrapped in scarves, was quite an 
adventure.  With our Ever Ready torches, we would grope our way to each others houses, in the hope that we 
would be allowed in to play.  
 
One of the highlights of the year was ‘bonfire night’.  It was a few weeks before the big night that we all suddenly 
became friendly with a tall, freckle faced, auburn haired girl who also lived in The Old Drive.  During the rest of 
the year, for some reason, she was hardly seen and wasn’t really one of us.  However, there was a large open, 
gravelled area in front of her house, which was an ideal spot for a large bonfire.  I suppose, because of our annual 
pleas, she persuaded her parents to allow us to have our way.  We would spend all available spare time gathering 
dead leaves and stuffing them into sacks, ready to make our Guy. As the Green was heavily tree lined, it wasn’t too 
hard a job to find wood for the fire.  All sorts of dead branches, scraps of wood from our parents’ sheds and 
literally anything combustible was piled up into a huge heap at the garden entrance.  
 
The big night would arrive and everyone would descend on the garden; parents carrying torches, potatoes for the 
fire and quite often chestnuts for roasting.  I suppose it must have rained occasionally, but I can only remember it 
being cold and damp.  One of the grown-ups would attempt to light the fire, using at least half a box of matches, 
and finally it would ignite, usually accompanied by one of the dads shouting, “What’s my hat doing on the Guy?”  
By today’s safety standards, we were playing with fire (no pun intended) and would think nothing of holding a 
Roman candle, as if it was a sparkler; and bangers, well, they were thrown everywhere.  
 
One incident I clearly remember, involved my friend Basher, yet again. We had wandered away from the bonfire 
and were at the junction of Handside Lane and Barleycroft Road.  This particular year, the combination of really 
thick fog and bonfire smoke made the atmosphere even murkier.  We had a firework called an aeroplane, which 
was a kind of mini rocket with no stick, but it had two cardboard wings on either side to make it look like an 
aeroplane.  We decided to let this device off on the road, pointing towards the Barn Theatre.  To our amazement, it 
literally took off and headed at some speed into the gloom, never to be seen again, or so we thought.  Our feeling of 
disappointment soon changed to surprise, as an ear splitting cry and a crashing sound emitted from the fog.  Then, 
slowly, a figure emerged from the darkness, wheeling a bicycle and looking very dishevelled.  It was the dreaded 
Mrs Bee from Attimore Road - a lady we were all in fear of.  She had obviously been suddenly confronted by our 
firework and, being so startled, had fallen off her bike.  We ran as fast as we could, back to the safety of the Green, 
with her cries of derision about hooligan boys ringing in our ears.  Poor soul, but we did laugh; it seemed so funny 
at the time. 
 
Autumn very soon turned into winter, bringing with it the frosty cobwebs in the hedges, icicles, woolly scarves and 
gloves and, of course, shorter days.  Unlike today, you could almost guarantee there would be plenty of snow, 
which was fantastic for us youngsters.  Fathers were persuaded to dig out sledges from the depths of garden sheds 
in readiness for the annual fun, whilst the grown ups would moan about the cold and inconvenience of sliding about 
on slippery pavements.  When the snow did arrive, we were ecstatic.  Out came the sledges and down to the corner 
of Valley Road we all went.  No A1M in those days, so we could sledge from the top of the slope, ‘The Firs’, all 
the way down to Valley Road and if the snow was deep, we could even reach the other side.  This was our favourite 
place to be and often we would spend many hours in the freezing cold, eventually returning home, tired, hungry 
and soaked to the skin.  I can recall many winters when the snowfall was so heavy that once the snowploughs had 
made a narrow track in the centre of the road, the snow that had been pushed to the side would stay there for weeks, 
frozen solid! 
 
For some unknown reason, there was a photograph of our house on the front page of The Welwyn Times.  The 
snow was half way up the front door and they maybe thought it showed a picturesque example of the weather.  All 
the dads were regularly seen scattering ashes from coal fires onto the paths and pavements, in an attempt to make 
walking a little easier.  Huge snowmen were built by the gang and they lasted for ages, finally succumbing to a 
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barrage of snowballs.  Christmas came and went and when the novelty of new cap guns, Meccano sets and Dinky 
toys had worn off, it was soon time to go back to school.  Going to school was great - snowball fights, making 
slides on the paths with our socks and gloves having to dry in front of a heater when we eventually arrived at what 
is now Applecroft School.  The days slowly lengthened and the icicles started to melt; spring was just around the 
corner.   
 
If anyone wishes to contact Richard Bailey about anything at all to do with the above anecdotes, please feel free to 
email him on rb.11@hotmail.com. 
 
۩  Sir Henry Ralph Stanley Birking Bt - 26 July 1896 to 22 June 1933 (continued) 
 
Arising from the last newsletter, a member of Society has subsequently contacted the editor to say that he recently 
saw one of the original “blown” Bentleys to which we had been referring.  Here is the proof: 
 

 
 

What a magnificent machine! 
 

۩  Street sign clean up 
 
You may have noticed that in April and May of this year, some long overdue repainting of metal street signs in the 
Handside area took place – signs in Valley Road, Church Road, Guessens Road, Handside Lane, Bridge Road and 
Broadfield Place being among those repainted, as well as some in the Peartree area.  Then, the budget appeared to 
run out!  These signs are part of the heritage of the town, as the font was one chosen as an integral part of the 
original overall design.  
 
A change of supplier subsequently followed and the work is now done on the spot, instead of the signs being taken 
away for cleaning and repainting.  A further request for some twenty signs to be repainted has already been lodged 
so please let Malcolm Cowan know of any signs that you feel need attention by telephoning 01707 324723 or by 
emailing malcolm.cowan@virgin.net. 
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۩  And finally….the Lord came unto Noah….taken from the internet 
 
In the year 2007 the Lord came unto Noah, who was now living in England and said, "Once again, the earth has 
become wicked and over-populated, and I see the end of all flesh before me.  Build another Ark and save two of 
every living thing along with a few good humans." 
 
He gave Noah the CATIA drawings, saying, "You have six months to build the Ark before I start the unending rain 
for 40 days and 40 nights." 
 
Six months later, the Lord looked down and saw Noah weeping in his yard - but no Ark. "Noah!" he roared, "I'm 
about to start the rain!  Where is the Ark?" 
 
"Forgive me, Lord," begged Noah, "but things have changed.  I needed Building Regulations Approval and I've 
been arguing with the Fire Brigade about the need for a sprinkler system.  My neighbours claim that I should have 
obtained planning permission for building the Ark in my garden because it is development of the site, even though 
in my view it is a temporary structure.  We had to then go to appeal to the Secretary of State for a decision. 
 
Then the Department of Transport demanded a bond be posted for the future costs of moving power lines and other 
overhead obstructions to clear the passage for the Ark’s move to the sea.  I told them that the sea would be coming 
to us, but they would hear nothing of it.  Getting the wood was another problem.  All the decent trees have Tree 
Preservation Orders on them and we live in a Site of Special Scientific Interest, set up in order to protect the spotted 
owl.  I tried to convince the environmentalists that I needed the wood to save the owls - but no go! 
 
When I started gathering the animals, the RSPCA sued me.  They insisted that I was confining wild animals against 
their will.  They argued that the accommodation was too restrictive, and it was cruel and inhumane to place so 
many animals in a confined space. 
 
Then the County Council, the Environment Agency and the Rivers Authority ruled that I couldn't build the Ark 
until they'd conducted an environmental impact study on your proposed flood.  I'm still trying to resolve a 
complaint with the Equal Opportunities Commission on how many disabled carpenters I'm supposed to hire for my 
building team.  The trades unions say I’m not allowed to use my sons; they insist I have to hire only accredited 
workers with Ark-building experience. 
 
To make matters worse, Customs and Excise seized all my assets, claiming I'm trying to leave the country illegally 
with endangered species.  So, forgive me, Lord, but it would take at least ten years for me to finish this Ark." 
 
Suddenly the skies cleared, the sun began to shine, and a rainbow stretched across the sky. Noah looked up in 
wonder and asked, "You mean you're not going to destroy the world?" 
 
"No," said the Lord, “the British Government has beaten me to it!" 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
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 editor 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. 
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