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WELWYN GARDEN CITY SOCIETY 
Newsletter 

October 2008 
www.wgcsoc.org.uk 

 
Dear Member 
 
There seems to be more happening in the town than ever before.  Not only has the Estate Management 
Scheme been approved by the Council Cabinet, we have Sainsbury’s about to put in its formal planning 
application and Tesco coming off the fence to announce what it would like to see on the Broadwater site.  
We also have proposals from the YMCA to develop a swimming pool off Broadwater Road.  On top of 
this, we have been faced with the proposal to cut down all the Lombardy Poplar trees at the Stanborough 
Lakes’ car parks.  Anyway, READ all about it in this edition! 
 
 
 

 
Town Centre from Howardsgate 

 
The view above of Howardsgate is one of two postcards that the Society recently promoted.  They were for sale at 
the Library and during Heritage Open Days but were all sold out so another production run is to be arranged. 
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  Kaleidoscope Festival 2008 
 
The Society took a stand at this festival again this year, as it is a good way to raise the profile of the Society to a 
wider audience. 
  
Talking to visitors, many issues were raised, with concerns ranging from the Lidl sign, the Estate Management 
Scheme, maintenance of verges and hedgerows, the Broadwater Road West development, Sainsbury’s plans, 
inappropriate changes at residences within the area, the apartments above Halfords, etc, etc.  We are even more 
aware that people are concerned about the place they live in and how important it is to continue our work. 
 
The photograph quiz attracted 27 entries, only one of which accurately identified each and every location.  For 
those still wondering where exactly everywhere is: 
 
Photograph Location 

 
1. Two sections of wall with brickwork WGC and 

75 
Chequers 

2. Female torso on plinth 
 

About halfway along Parkway.  She is named “Dawn” 

3. War memorial Hatfield Hyde, junction of Hollybush Lane and 
Homestead Lane 

4. Stencil of horse’s head in white paint on tree 
trunk 

Indicating bridleway, Sherrardswood 

5. Bungalows, with clock tower dated 1989 
 

Hardings 

6. Stone plaque in grass, noting Wild Service Tree The Campus, commemorating Nick Faldo’s 
achievements in winning both the Masters and the Open 
Golf Championship in 1990. 

7. Bust of Louis de Soissons Over doorway entrance to Danish Bacon Company, 
Parkway 

8. (Blanked out) Street sign 
 

Layton Street, on former School site, off Howlands. 

 
The winners of the competition are Mr and Mrs Phill and Lynn Jepson of 22 Rosedale, Welwyn Garden City.  They 
have been awarded membership of the Society for one year.  Congratulations! 
 

  Tesco and the Broadwater site 
 
Members will be well aware that Tesco has finally published its ideas for what it would like to see happen on the 
Broadwater site, which they largely own.  It comes as no surprise that it sees the site as a place for more retail space 
and we imagine that this must be seen as a Tesco store. 
 
We have also noted that it sees an area set aside as a large piazza with cafés and bars, quite apart from the 
swimming pool that it would provide.  Members will be well aware of the concern that many people have in the 
town about any weakening of the attraction of the existing town centre by the creation of a rival “centre”  focus so 
close to it.  This has been very well aired and is a matter that councillors are very well aware of.  We already have 
the sorry picture of one town centre that has suffered from the proximity of supermarket and other developments. 
 
In the meantime, we have sought a meeting with the property arm of Tesco with a view to better understanding of 
what it is proposing.  When we have more information, we shall add it to a later newsletter.  However, members 
must be aware that this promises to be a long “dialogue” and they should prepare for the long haul! 
 

  Wigmores South regeneration 
 
A recent Welwyn Garden City Society newsletter on supermarkets and the town was very relevant in reminding us 
of the impact delayed redevelopment can have on the townscape. 
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The inserted pictures of the end of Wigmores South illustrate the shabby and scruffy end product of delays in the 
redevelopment of Sainsbury's supermarket. The view of the 'chip boarded up' former Threshers offices taken across 
the stump of a decayed ornamental tree, broken windows above the shops and the 'shanty town' appearance of the 
former Lunn Poly travel agency are a disgrace. Note the contrast in the Howardsgate shopping centre where empty 
shops have colourful posters promising new shops soon. 
 

 
  

 

The Council planners and whoever owns the empty shops and offices should show some respect for the town. 
(Email from Society member, David Brown) 
 

  Sainsbury’s 
 
We understand that Sainsbury’s are to lodge its application for planning permission for the rebuilding of its store in 
the town shortly.  That is its official position.  However, we are concerned that its application is taking an 
inordinate amount of time to actually happen and that this may reflect some other delay or malaise that could 
eventually lead to it not proceeding.  Although Sainsbury’s has invested heavily in the town by acquiring the wider 
site on which it is proposing to build a new supermarket, we are well aware that the economic backdrop to 
proceeding is worsening day by day:  this may be a factor in the delay. 
 
Either way, the delay and the blight caused to the south end of the town is not helpful to the well being of nearby 
shops or the local amenity.  We have urged Sainsbury’s to proceed with speed, boldness and imagination and await 
its detailed response. 
 

  Green Belt in Japan? 
 
In mid-May I received a phone call from a man who described himself as the locations coordinator in Britain for 
Japanese television.  He explained that Japanese television is producing a film about various aspects of English 
countryside, including green belt.  The producer, a lady named Ayako Korno, who spoke no English, wanted to 
discuss various aspects of green belt, and could I do it?  Fortunately the coordinator, a freelance specialist in this 
sort of thing, would act as interpreter. 
 
They came to my home on 11 June and after a general discussion, I guided them on a circular tour which took in 
various aspects which interested Ayako.  Apart from strictly green belt matters she wanted to discuss the history of 
garden cities, what considerations, eg overcrowding, pollution, disease, etc, started the pressure for such 
developments, and how far back that went.  What seemed to puzzle her was why the English wanted so much 
protected open space when they already (at least compared with Japan) have a huge amount, even in London. 
 
I took them from Potters Bar via Essendon to Hertford, where we had lunch in a riverside café which my wife and I 
use frequently, then along minor roads on the western boundary of Hertford (so as to show them the clean-cut green 
belt/built up boundary), and on to Old Welwyn.  As we were so close to Welwyn Garden City, Ayako asked to be 
taken there – she had started the discussion over lunch by asking whether I had heard of Ebenezer Howard.  We 
then came back to Hertford, where she stopped to photograph the entrance gates to Hatfield House, and back via 
the old A1, now A1000, to Potters Bar. 
 
In the course of the tour I was asked to suggest a high vantage point from which the television film crew could take 
a panoramic view showing green belt and built-up areas in an extensive vista, and I suggested the splendid outlook 
from a car park in Old Reddings, north of Harrow, which I often visit.  From there one can get superb views with 
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London on the left-hand side, with Harrow-on-the-Hill church in the near distance, down towards Staines and near 
London Airport on the right and, much further south, the Surrey hills.  So when they dropped me off home again 
they set off to Old Reddings.  I found out later that Ayako had been much impressed but had thought that a better 
panorama would be obtained from Harrow-on-the-Hill church, so they moved on there.  Having admired the view 
from the church Ayako thought it would be even better from the top of the church tower, and I now understand that 
they have permission to film from there.  In addition the coordinator is seeking a farming family which has farmed 
the same land since before the creation of the green belt. 
 
The film which Japanese television is planning will last two hours.  The camera team is expected to be here about 
10 July, and I have been asked to be available for interview if possible.  In talking to Ayako, I stressed the two 
fundamental points which are so often misunderstood, even in this country, that the quality of the scenery has 
nothing to do with the designations or continued protection of land as green belt; and that, whatever may be said at 
election time, there is no substantial difference between the political parties on green belt.  The fundamental 
purpose of the green belt is just to be there. 
(Article taken from The London Green Belt Council publication June 2008) 
 

  Tree felling and the future of the Lombardy Poplar trees in Stanborough Park 
 
The committee is concerned at the readiness of officials to fell trees in the town. 
 
Nowhere could this be more telling than in Stanborough Park.  Here the Poplar trees that were designed from the 
outset to screen the lakes from the road, to shade the car parking spaces and to avoid any large collection of 
vehicles detracting from the amenity.  However, they were held by officials and consultants acting on their behalf 
to be such a health and safety hazard that they decided they must be felled within the next three months. 
 
It is quite clear that this issue has been handled badly by the Council at many levels over a very long period of time.  
First of all, at some stage in the past, the decision was taken not to pollard the trees in the south car park – possibly 
on grounds of cost – and the trees have been allowed to grow very tall.  Some trees are clearly hazardous and they 
must be properly dealt with, but the advice we have had – from a qualified arboriculturist – is that they would take 
proper pollarding.  There is simply no need to fell the bulk of them in one go or at least any healthy ones.  Our 
approach combines the need to remove any dangerous trees with a much more gradualist approach to replanting.   
 
However, we are delighted that at the Council Cabinet meeting held on 7 October, the outcry that greeted the 
Council’s initial proposal – to fell the lot – has actually saved 460 trees.  What this says about the quality of the 
previous two reports that justified the original “decision” the Council and Finesse Leisure sought to defend, tells its 
own story. 
 
Of the 208 trees in the south car park which are in dispute, this Society supports the felling of 32 of these that are 
classified as dangerous.  Far from this being a decision based on health and safety grounds, the reason why so many 
people and this Society object to this approach is because the felling of the remainder (ie some 176 healthy trees) 
has not been properly justified. 
 
We are also concerned that the decision to proceed with felling the trees was made at an earlier date and we have 
complained formally to the Council about this.  We are awaiting their reply.  For those who like to read about this 
particular issue and read our full submission to the Council, then we suggest you look at the following web site: 
http://www.welwynhatfield.co.uk/stanboroughtrees/ 
 

  Applecroft asymmetry 
 
Applecroft School is a much loved building in the Garden City.  Designed by Louis de Soissons and built in 1922, 
the school still shows a clean and modern appearance.  It has, therefore, been somewhat of a disappointment that 
the recent modifications to the frontage of the school to accommodate the new Children’s Centre have been carried 
out with such little sympathy to the building.  However, it is still regarded as somewhat of a classic and Welwyn 
Hatfield Borough Council clearly think so as they have placed the school on a list of buildings in the Garden City 
to be considered for listing as Grade II status. 
 
Good architecture is about proportions, use of materials and good design, but above all, an attention to detail.  The 
façade of the original building elevation onto Applecroft Road was symmetrical, doors, windows and glazing lines  
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matched.  Great thought had gone into the layout of the building.  The newly altered façade meets none of these 
criteria.  The door should have been in the middle of the central section and the glazing bars of windows and door 
should have aligned accordingly.  By keeping the original door, the symmetry of the hedging could also have been 
retained.  The building is now asymmetric and the design has been severely compromised. 
 

 
Applecroft School 

 
The Society raised its concerns with Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council Planning Department but the response was 
disappointing and all they pointed out was that the school was under the County for planning and was not covered 
by the Estate Management Scheme.  The Society knew this but thought that with such a landmark building the 
Council might have ensured that the integrity of the Lois de Soissons design would not be compromised by the 
County.  Of course, it may be that the County was unaware of the importance of the building, even though it put in 
a huge effort to get things right when the major rebuilding of the school took place some years ago. 
 
But then who cares?  The Society has taken up the matter with the County authorities but we shall be surprised if 
they take any retrospective action. 
 

  Grass cutting 
 
You may recall that the Society complained about the poor clearance of leaves from the principal roads into the 
town, in particular, Stanborough Road and Digswell Road during the winter months. 
 
We are pleased to say that we have had some response to this, as we are informed that Serco has invested in some 
large, modern equipment which it believes will mean a more efficient service this year.  We are informed that, 
“They have also been asked to plan their leaf clearance more strategically so that heavily treed areas receive 
priority attention.  This does not mean they will necessarily be cleared first, as they have to wait for most of the 
trees to shed their leaves and the time this happens depends on the species.  However, they should be cleared as 
early as possible, and then receive a mop up visit towards the end of the season to clear away the remainder of the 
leaves”.  The new machinery should mean that clearances are quicker and more effective, so that the whole 
borough is cleared more quickly this year.  We will wait and watch with interest. 
 

  The Estate Management Scheme 
 
As members will know, the Society has put a lot of effort into seeking to ensure that the Estate Management 
Scheme was given a new lease of life.  Residents would be significantly affected if the new planning laws were 
allowed to be applied to the town, as its look and feel would no longer be maintained in the longer term.  It was for 
this reason that the committee decided that it was important to involve as many members as possible to assist them 
in persuading the Council how important it was for the scheme to be properly refreshed and enforced. 
 
A very significant number of letters, emails and telephone calls were received by the Council, sufficient for 
officials to be in no doubt how important this whole issue was to residents.  We understand that, in the end, the  
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number of communications from residents stressing the need for the scheme far outweighed those against the 
scheme.  So the Committee would like to express its gratitude to all those members who took the trouble to get in 
touch with the Council.  
Both the committee and members are delighted that the Council Cabinet finally approved the proposals on Tuesday 
7 October to reactivate the scheme.  Further, the Council wishes to work with the Society to ensure that the 
message is properly communicated across the town.  
 
The Committee has learned a lot from this whole episode.  It feels that when the Society is motivated to persuade 
its elected councillors to take some specific action, it can have a very large influence on the outcome.  However, if 
no action is taken, things will just happen that, actually, residents do not really want. 
 
The committee is happy to work with the Council on communicating the message of the Estate Management 
Scheme across the town.  Residents strongly made the point that the success of the scheme will ultimately depend 
on how well it is enforced.  We have been told that resources will be set aside for this – something that has not been 
the case up to now.  As ever, the Society will monitor as progress is made. 
 
For those who have access to the internet a detailed explanation of the presentation to the Council’s Cabinet can be 
found at: http://coins.welhat.gov.uk/opendocpack.asp?documentid=1577&meetingid=1232 
 

  The Welwyn Garden City light railways 
 
As the town was being founded, there was an immediate need to provide its builders with the appropriate building 
materials, such as sand and bricks.  Current residents may also have heard of the railways that linked the various 
extraction works down at Stanborough with building work elsewhere in the town.  This was indeed the approach 
used over many years to get materials to their destinations.  A quite extensive system was in operation at one stage. 
 
A Captain W E James, formerly of the Royal Engineers, was appointed Resident Engineer to the original founding 
company and much of the railway work was undertaken at his direction.  It was clear that the roads in the area were 
quite inadequate for the amount of construction that would follow, as these were essentially farm tracks and prone 
to flooding after heavy rains, particularly in the winter.  However, this engineer had obviously seen far worse  
during his service in Northern France so he based his approach to the distribution of materials upon the light 
railways that had been used to bring ammunition up to the front in almost any weather in the Great War - this was 
still very fresh in everyone’s mind. 
The nearest railway stations that could be used were at Ayot and Hatfield GNR stations but there was a small siding 
for farm produce at Upper Handside Farm – these were known as Horn’s Siding named, it seems, after the 
occupants of the farm.  We now know the area as The Campus.  Captain James adopted this area, lengthened the 
sidings and this became the first supply depot for the town.  The first goods to be received were a batch of fifty 
sinks for scullery use.  Bricks, pipes and all the paraphernalia of building started to arrive shortly afterwards.  At 
first, onward distribution was by horse and cart until April 1920 when the first bricks for houses in Handside Lane 
were laid.  We believe that the light railway came into operation almost immediately afterwards. 
 
At first there were two locomotives and this was soon followed by three more as the pace of building accelerated.  
The narrow gauge railway ran alongside the large gauge at Horns Sidings and took materials for building that were 
brought in from outside on the wider gauge railways and it took aggregates from small sand and gravel pits in both 
Brockswood Lane and Valley Road.  Residents will also be aware of a number of other sites within the town where 
there are still marks left of where extraction took place.  The railway linked these up to where work was 
progressing but how many people would now know that the hollowed out sports area at the Gosling Sports Park is 
in fact where one extraction pit once used to be?  
 
These light railway lines were moved from time to time as the locations for building changed.  They were, after all, 
light railways based upon the knowledge gained in the Great War and were very flexible in operation.  However, 
the Welwyn Garden City railway station opened in 1926 and three years later the light railways were already in 
decline as newer and still more flexible lorries came into greater use.  The final part of the light railway system was 
removed in 1936. 
 
The map on the final page of the newsletter sketches out the lines at one time in operation, but this map is undated.  
At other times, there were links to other parts of the town. 
(This is a much abbreviated summary of an article by Alan M Clarke) 
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  A History of the Synagogue and the Jewish Community of Welwyn Garden   
 
This community, currently consisting of over 130 member families, had its beginnings in 1939, when two groups of 
refugees from Nazi Germany met for religious observance under Rabbi Dr D Lewin.  One group had come to 
Welwyn Garden City, rescued from concentration camps in Germany, by the late Mr Wim Van Leer, under the 
auspices of a committee chaired by the late Captain R L Reiss.  This group was housed at the Applecroft Hostel and 
another group was from the Sherrards Refugee Hostel run by Rabbi Dr D Lewin.
 

 

After the outbreak of war in 1939 there was a 
significant influx of Jewish families from London to 
escape the Blitz. Together, with the refugees from 
Europe, these families founded the Community.  
Religious services and religious classes were held at 
Handside Nursery School, Applecroft Hall, Parkway 
and Sherrardswood Schools, the Free Church, St 
Francis Hall and, most frequently, at the Friends 
Meeting House. 

 
In 1949, a Building Fund was started at a time when membership was dropping rapidly, because of the return to 
London by many of the evacuees.  In fact, the membership dropped from 100 families during the war to as low as 
30 in 1950.  In 1952, under the Chairmanship of the late Louis Simmonds, planning for a Synagogue began. 
  
Initially, the United Synagogue turned down the Community’s request for a building loan, on the grounds that it 
was not a viable community.  Eventually, Woburn House advanced the loan and in March 1955, building of this 
Synagogue commenced with the assistance of the United Synagogue in London.  The Foundation Stone was laid on 
the 29th May 1955.   
 

 . 
 
On 1 January 1956, the building was opened by the late W M Lash, Warden and Chairman of the Board of 
Management and was consecrated by the then Chief Rabbi, the late Very Rev Rabbi Dr I Brodie.  Since 1956, the 
Synagogue has been in constant use for Services on Shabbat and Festivals, for weddings and Bar Mitzvahs, as well 
as religious classes; and in 1980, the Chief Rabbi, the late Dr I Jakobovits was welcomed to celebrate the Silver 
Jubilee of the Synagogue. 
 
In May 1998, after a period of some seven years without a Minister, Rabbi G Hyman joined the Community as 
part-time Rabbi.  He left to run the Ilford Community and Rabbi H Gruber joined us in 2006. 
(Part of an article supplied by R Rosenberg) 
 
 
 
 

  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. 
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