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Dear Member 
 

Something appears to be confusing the weather.  It is supposed to be summer but the rains have come 

instead.  This must be in response to prayers about the earlier drought warnings and hosepipe bans.  Clearly, 

the weather gods have responded to the demands for rain.  As ever, be careful what you wish for! 

 

This is the year of the Jubilee and the Olympics…yes, you all know that now… but did you know that, with 

the election of Councillor Helen Bromley, we have the first Mayor for 21 years who both lives in the town 

and represents a ward in the town?  We have a comment on this later. 

 

We bring you up to date with what we know about the Broadwater Road West development after a meeting 

that Society representatives had with Tesco plc.   

 

Can we remind you that the Annual General Meeting is due to be held on Wednesday 4 July and the formal 

notice is to be found in this newsletter. 

 

We try to bring you a mixture of up to date information and ‘tit bits’ from the town’s past.  Enjoy the read! 

 

 

 
Diamond Jubilee street party in progress with wonderful mature trees as backdrop 

 



 

  

 

۩ The Queen’s Diamond Jubilee 
 

So much has been written about the Jubilee that we feel it is too late in the day to add anything much of 

value to what has already gone before.  However, we are certain that the event will rank in many people’s 

minds as very memorable, very wet and so very British!  Rather than continue in this vein, we feel it is better 

to let readers enjoy some pictures sent in by a member that probably evoke images that many of you will 

have experienced. 

 

 
Dark clouds threatening to dampen another Jubilee street party 

 

۩ First Garden City lecture: a sell out!  
 

The evening of Wednesday, 30 May saw an event which was unique in the history of Welwyn Garden City.  

A capacity audience - about 150 people - gathered in the Council Chamber, Campus West to hear the first in 

what we hope will be a successful series of topical lectures on the place of the garden city in the 

development of urban planning in the 21
st
 century. 

 

The lecture was organised as a joint enterprise between the Society and the Welwyn Garden Heritage Trust 

(WGHT), together with the nationally influential Town & Country Planning Association (TCPA).  All three 

had welcomed the opportunity to work together and were unanimous in their assessment of the lecture as a 

highly successful event, which we intend to repeat on an annual basis.  

 

The occasion was the centenary of the publication in 1912 of a very influential pamphlet by Raymond 

Unwin, entitled “Nothing Gained by Overcrowding!” 

 

The TCPA has marked the centenary by republishing the pamphlet alongside an exploration of how Unwin’s 

ideas can be applied today.  The pamphlet illustrates how a holistic approach to designing new communities 

provides an opportunity to consider how homes and neighbourhoods can be made attractive, socially 

inclusive places in which to live and work - and, in today’s context, resilient to climate change.  Unwin 

argued for a “more harmonious combination of city and country, dwelling house and garden”, the exact 

opposite of the ‘bolt-on estates’ so often seen today, but very much in tune with Ebenezer Howard’s 

revolutionary ideas. 

 

Kate Henderson, the TCPA Chief Executive said: “This publication is part of a resurgence of interest in one 

of the most successful stories in Britain’s social and architectural history, the garden city movement. 

Although Unwin was writing one hundred years ago to address questions of housing layout, his ideas are 

more relevant than ever in our current social and economic conditions.  Housing starts are at an all-time low 



 

  

 

and new research has shown that the number of UK households with three or more generations living under 

the same roof has increased by 7% in the past five years, reaching levels last seen in Victorian times.”  She 

concluded: “Delivering more and better homes more quickly and more affordably is the defining challenge 

for our generation.” 

 

A pleasant surprise, delivered during the question and answer session, was the appearance of one of 

Ebenezer Howard’s great grand-daughters, Ursula Howard, who introduced herself and commended the 

organizers for staging an event which was of great interest and significance to those who followed the 

fortunes of the garden city movement.  We hope to return to this in greater detail in a later edition. 

 

Members who attended the lecture will now know that paragraph 52 of the National Planning Policy 

Framework contains the reference to “garden city principles”.  The tragedy is that it has taken so long to 

discover that these have massive merit, summed up when Kate Henderson said that this garden city was 

becoming more and more attractive as it was growing towards maturity.  Sadly, the same cannot be said for 

a large proportion of housing that was built from the thirties onward. 

 

۩ Louis de Soissons 

 
This is an extract from a book ‘WELWYN GARDEN CITY - A Town Designed for Healthy Living’ by 

Maurice de Soissons, now out of print. 

 
“The time had come to find an architect and planner to prepare the first master plan.  The company 

advertised the position and was not satisfied with any of the applicants.  Sir Theodore Chambers then 

approached the president of the Royal Institute of British Architects, who recommended Louis de Soissons.  

Born in Montreal, Canada, but brought to England as a small boy, de Soissons had trained at the Royal 

Academy Schools and the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris.  He had spent a year before the war as a scholar at 

the British School of Rome and was therefore imbued with the classical traditions.  The 1914-18 war began 

shortly after he qualified, and with four years as a soldier behind him, he had had little time to temper a fine 

academic record with practical experience.  He was appointed on 26 April 1920 as architect and town 

planner, and produced his first plan on 11 June.  Fred Osborn wrote that the company was clear in its aims of 

wanting a beautiful and industrially efficient town, socially acceptable to all, and knew how to achieve it.  

De Soissons was quick to grasp the complex requirements, and Osborn claimed that the plan which resulted 

from this good teamwork is now “internationally renowned as a masterpiece.” 

 

Editor’s note: It took de Soissons just over six weeks to design the town in the first instance.  This is a 

subject we may revisit. 

 

۩ Notice of the Annual General Meeting 

 
Notice is hereby given that the Annual General Meeting of the Society will be held at the Friends Meeting 

House, 109 Handside Lane, Welwyn Garden City AL8 6SP at 8.00pm on Wednesday 4 July. 

 

۩ The future of the Society 
 

The Society is so very dependent on members to get involved and generally stuck in on issues as they arise.  

That is what committee members and others do.  As we are clearly in for a number of years of Broadwater 

Road ‘excitement’, we feel that it is important that we start looking for new committee members now for 

whatever challenges we will have to face in the future.  Members are asked to reflect on whether they know 

of people within the community that might be able and willing to assist the Society as it moves forward. 

 

At the same time, we have to say that the Society does operate on a shoestring.  In practice, there are no 

funds or reserves to fall back on.  For that reason, the committee has asked that members be reminded that 

‘legacies’ could be a useful way of helping the Society’s resources. 

 

If any member wishes to consider the Society in his or her will, then they should consult their solicitor or, if 

they want some informal comment on the matter, would they please contact the Treasurer, David Dickenson, 

on 01707 323106. 

 



 

  

 

۩ The Olympic Flame and its route through town 
 

The town will see the Olympic flame pass through its streets on Sunday 8 July.  We are told that it will 

appear at the junction of Knightsfield and Digswell Road at 13.41.  We have rather assumed that its 

immediate previous route will have been by road transport. 

 

It will proceed down Digswell Road, over the White Bridge, around the east side of The Campus by the 

Council office buildings, down Parkway as far as the roundabout opposite the Gosling Sports Park, where it 

will turn left towards and across the 20 Mile Bridge and down Chequers towards Burrowfield.  At that point 

it seems that it will resume its road transport journey onwards to Hatfield. 

 

Clearly, the route has been chosen to ensure that the view from the top of the White Bridge down Parkway is 

highlighted - known to most people in architectural and town planning circles worldwide - and hopefully 

this will be picked up by the media. 

 

Members are strongly advised to check all details beforehand in case there should be last minute changes in 

the itinerary or timing.  We would expect this also to be well promoted to be in the Welwyn Hatfield Times.  

You can keep up with full details on the internet at http://www.london2012.com/torch-relay/route/. 

۩ Let's move to Welwyn Garden City, Hertfordshire (thanks to The Guardian) 

 
Welwyn Garden City, Hertfordshire: It is, whisper it, a teensy bit dull. Photograph: Graham Turner 

 

“What's going for it? Who'd have thought utopia was alive and well and living in Hertfordshire? Or 

utopias, I should say, for with Letchworth, Stevenage, Hatfield, Hemel Hempstead and Welwyn, this 

unassuming, mild-mannered county is oversupplied with garden cities, new towns and visions of the future. 

The government, in its wisdom, has decided it would like us all to live in garden cities, combining as they do 

"the advantages of the most energetic and active town life, with all the beauty and delight of the country". 

Our ideas of energy may have altered since Ebenezer Howard's day (see below), but beauty and delight 

Welwyn does have. It was founded in the 20s when the very Victorian Howard was an old man and the rest 

of Europe was erupting in modernist fervour. Not Welwyn. With its pretty neo-Georgian cottages, roses 

round frilly porches, avenues of trees bursting with spring buds, the town ("city" is a little de trop) is a most 

English, arcadian vision of the future, assuming all its citizens would need for fulfilment was a well-watered 

municipal border. And at the centre? Not a church or a cathedral, but a heavenly John Lewis. 

 



 

  

 

The case against: It is, whisper it, a teensy bit dull, like a town laid out by your mum. The radical, 

egalitarian side of garden cities, that they would be affordable and collectively owned, seems to have gone 

for a burton. 

 

Well connected? The A1 (M), officially Let's Move To…'s favourite motorway-cum-trunk road, passes by, 

and it's only 15 minutes to the M25. Trains splendid: two or three an hour to London (30 minutes), half-

hourly to Stevenage (11 minutes), just over an hour to Peterborough (hourly). 

 

Schools: Good, especially primaries: nearly a dozen are "good", Ofsted says; Applecroft and Templewood 

are "outstanding". Monk's Walk is the pick of the secondaries: "good". 

 

Hang out at… The very un-egalitarian Auberge du Lac at Brocket Hall. 

 

Where to buy: West Side is nicest, with neo-Georgian detacheds and cottages on wide, tree-lined 

boulevards from Parkway west to Sherrardspark Wood. Plenty of expansion since, mostly east and less 

distinguished, though there's a great estate at Panshanger with some well-designed 60s, "Span"-style homes. 

Market values: Large detacheds, £400,000-£775,000. Detacheds, £300,000-£400,000. Semis, £200,000-

£500,000. Terraces, £180,000-£350,000. Flats, £165,000-£225,000. 

 

Bargain of the week: Three-bed semi in the south, wanting a quick sale, £179,950, with the appropriately 

named Express Estate Agency. 

 

From the streets: 

 
Jill Spence - "I love our local arts centre, Campus West. Thriving cinema, a theatre with festivals and live 

music. We're surrounded by beautiful countryside. A disappointing choice of eating places, though." 

Carol Hedges - "The best thing in WGC? The scones in the John Lewis coffee shop." 

Mark Waite - "Hate the dreadful Howard shopping centre: a blight on a previously pleasant town and 

contrary to the spirit of the garden city."” 

 

۩ Broadwater Road West 
 

Members will recall that in the last newsletter it was the committee’s view that Tesco plc was likely to 

appeal the decision made by the Planning Committee.  Society members expressed the view that the 

newsletter’s view of the future was somewhat pessimistic. 

 

Since then, trading at Tesco plc has not been as robust as the company would have liked.  As a result, the 

company has come under pressure from the City and has espoused a new business strategy.  This is centred 

round smaller shops, where customers can pick up their shopping having ordered it beforehand through the 

internet. 

 

Subsequently, to our surprise, we received an invitation to discuss the Broadwater Road West site with the 

director responsible.  This was in response to a letter we had sent to the Group Chief Executive immediately 

after the planning meeting, drawing his attention to a number of issues to which the Society had objected. 

 

We were told that the company was in the process of reviewing what to do with the site and was unlikely to 

appeal.  However, all options were open. 

 

The Society stressed - as it had done throughout its campaign against Tesco’s planning proposals for the site 

- that it was not against the company but against the company’s specific proposals for the Broadwater site.  

We reiterated our commitment to the Borough plans contained in the ‘Supplementary Planning Document’, 

but we again made the point that any proposals should be imaginative whilst at the same time moving the 

town’s architecture forward.  

 

We have agreed to keep in touch but, meanwhile, the period in which an appeal can be made expires on 12 

July next. 

 

 



 

  

 

۩ Sainsbury’s 
 

Readers will be well aware that there are some outstanding issues that have yet to be resolved in connection 

with the completion of the Sainsbury’s store.  We duly met with the local authority Planning Department 

and it is a matter of regret that the acceptance by them of all the features of the windows facing Parkway 

means that we cannot take the matter further.  This is a pity because apart from two aspects on the Parkway 

elevation (ie two minor elements relating to the bottom windows and the glazing bars throughout that side 

which do not fit the “cut down neo Georgian style” that is Welwyn Garden City), the structure is a good 

example of how a new building can be fitted into a conservation area.   

 

A number of other issues relating to the public space outside Sainsbury’s, including the quality of materials 

used, damage that follows from skateboard use, the leaking of water from the green wall, as well as the 

supports used to grow plants in the piazza are to be attended to.  We will monitor progress. 

 

۩ Panshanger Park - a member writes… 

 
“As is well documented, Welwyn Garden City really became a reality when Howard secured at auction 

much of the land the town now occupies.  His £5,000 auction bid bought him enough contiguous land to 

realise his ideal of a town designed for healthy living.  Much of that land came from the estate of Lord 

Desborough who had inherited it a few years earlier from the Cowper family. 

   

In those days, death duties were crippling (as much as 50% of the value), which meant that much of the land 

had to be sold: which explains why Lord Desborough was a seller of land at the time.  The estate was known 

as Panshanger Park with a house of the same name, built a century before by the fifth Earl Cowper.  The 

house was a Gothic pile (the orangery still remains) and the gardens were landscaped by Humphry Repton, 

the great English landscape designer of the eighteenth century seen as the natural successor to Capability 

Brown. 

 

 
An old postcard depicting Panshanger House and Park mid nineteenth century 

 

With much of the land already sold, the house was demolished in 1952 after the death of the last Lady 

Desborough and the park was bought by a gravel company, no doubt with an eye on the nearby new town 

development on its doorstep.  The demolition of these great houses was a common occurrence; over a 

thousand were lost as the landed gentry became less landed in the early 19
th
 century. 

 

The site is currently owned by the French industrial giant, Lafarge, which continues to work the estate for 

mineral extraction.  A walk around the site, much of it is closed to the public, quickly reveals that 

Panshanger House occupied a stunning setting overlooking a valley and adjoining hills more reminiscent of 

the western Chilterns than of fairly flat Hertfordshire.  You can see what kept seven successive Earl 

Cowpers resident in the house.  When the Repton designed gardens were thriving, the vistas must have been 



 

  

 

wonderful, so perhaps that is what attracted Queen Victoria to visit the place in 1841.  Today, ‘Panshanger 

Historic Park and Garden’ is Grade II* listed, and a designated landscape conservation area. 

  

The thousand acre site is now a patchwork of lands in the Mimram catchment area at various stages of 

mineral extraction, ranging from restored land that is now arable (some for Jordans breakfast cereals, it 

seems) to muddy brown lakes and heaps of gathered earth.  Lafarge plays its part in encouraging bio-

diversity on the site and works in conjunction with groups like the Herts and Middlesex Wildlife Trust.  A 

few years ago they wanted to extend mineral extraction to a new site close to housing at Panshanger but that 

did not go ahead after local objections were raised. 

 

The site is now back in the local news again as the company has recently applied to vary the planning 

permission for the site.  Instead of working an area on the south side of the A414 between Birch Green and 

Cole Green, and using some of the displaced soils to make good other excavation sites on the land, they now 

want to import soils from elsewhere.  This is because the Birch Green site is deemed not to contain enough 

aggregate to make the venture worthwhile.  This is surely music to the ears of residents at the two nearby 

hamlets.  Lafarge also claims that leaving this land as it is would reduce the duration of the quarry workings 

by ten years.  This all appears satisfactory but there are concerns. 

 

There is a planning agreement dating from 1980 that contractually obliges Lafarge to return the site to a 

country park for local use once the extraction is finished; the planning consent expires in 2029.  However, to 

what extent the public will be able to enjoy this beauty spot once returned to its former glory is unclear.  

There are rights of way through the site now, but they are few and do not traverse the most picturesque area 

(ie where the grand house once stood), though there are plans for more access routes.  The current 

application to HCC to vary the conditions of its planning also removes an obligation to provide car parking 

for public access.  It mentions the creation of a nature reserve and a need to keep that area free from public 

access for conservation reasons.  This does seem sensible but it goes against the spirit of the original 

agreement to return much of the site to a country park with recreational areas.  The restoration of the site is 

to be overseen by Natural England, who previously confirmed that Lafarge is responsible for the future 

management of the country park and its funding.  That’s quite a financial commitment and it seems obvious 

that the smaller the country park ends up being, the less it may cost Lafarge in the future. 

  

The current HCC application consultation period ends on 15 June and a decision is set to be made by 18 

August. 

 

 
A recent view from a man-made lake on the site where no extraction workings are visible 

 

Local walkers and cyclists have regularly used the paths around this site for many years, and although the 

extraction workings are a blight and ugly, the remainder is probably one of prettiest areas around the town, 



 

  

 

with a host of mature trees that have the good fortune (so far) to escape official arboriculturalists:  they have 

simply been left alone to grow! 

 

The Panshanger Oak, said to be around 800 years old, and sited in the former Repton ‘pleasure gardens’ 

survives, although current Health and Safety regulations mean it is now cordoned off for fear of falling 

branches!  Nonetheless, it is still an impressive sight. 

 

I shall be watching how this site develops in the coming years.  Once the extraction is finished, this area 

could easily be the most picturesque spot in our borough, assuming of course that the green belt is not 

trumped by demands for new housing, but that’s a subject for another day.” 

 

 
Yet another street party in full swing 

 

۩ By the way…yes, it’s about the new mayor – a member writes… 
 

“After the mayor-making of Councillor Helen Bromley the other day, we found out that it had been 21 years 

since a Welwyn Garden City resident was last elected as Chairman of Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council.  

Many of our readers will remember Jack Lonergan who was made Chairman of the Council in 1991; that 

was a whole generation ago. 

 

Our popular multi-purpose mayor, Councillor Carl Storer, was the last councillor representing a Welwyn 

Garden City ward (Handside), to be bedecked with the gold chain in 2004 and again last year when he was 

representing Welwyn East.  However, Councillor Storer lives in Welwyn.  

 

The Mayor is elected to that office by his/her fellow councillors and not by the electorate at large. Given that 

electors in Welwyn Garden City wards constitute 44% of the total electorate, the town has most assuredly 

been losing out.  If the Mayor was to be elected by the popular vote then the frequency of election of 

“Welwyn Garden City mayors” might have been a lot higher.  Perhaps there’s something to be said after all 

for the idea of popularly elected mayors so favoured by the Coalition Government!” 

 

Editor’s comment: This phenomenon of a mayor both living and representing his or her own ward in the 

town does appear to be statistically unusual but “as ever, be careful what you wish for!” 



 

  

 

۩ The Portas Review 
 

Readers of this newsletter will recall that we have commented on the state of our town centre from time to 

time and have indicated that we think that much work needs to be done there.  The next article brings you up 

to date with where we think matters are. 

 

However, we need to first place the Portas Review into context.  This is the review that the Government 

asked Mary Portas to undertake in response to the continuing decline and degradation of high streets up and 

down the country.   This report, made in December of last year, made 25 major recommendations but we 

highlight a specific number below only: 

 
1. Put in place a “Town Team”: a visionary, strategic and strong operational management team for 

high streets. 

 

2. Empower successful Business Improvement Districts to take on more responsibilities and 

powers and become “Super-BIDs”. 

  

3. Make it easier for people to become market traders by removing unnecessary regulations so that 

anyone can trade on the high street unless there is a valid reason why not. 

 

4. Local authorities should use their new discretionary powers to give business rate concessions to 

new local businesses. 

 

5. Local areas should implement free controlled parking schemes that work for their town centres 

and there should be a new parking league table. 

 

6. Town Teams should focus on making high streets accessible, attractive and safe. 

 

7. Large retailers should support and mentor local businesses and independent retailers. 

 

8. Run a high profile campaign to get people involved in Neighbourhood Plans. 

 

9. Promote the inclusion of the High Street in Neighbourhood Plans. 

 

Residents are well aware that high streets and our own town centre are suffering because of the 

development of out of town shopping centres and supermarkets.  The latter have no car parking charges 

and, in addition, there is the rapid take up of internet shopping with much better delivery times. 

 

It is clear that the high street has to compete with all of these factors but it is also clear that it cannot 

suffer from the handicap of higher and higher car parking charges in the long term as otherwise it is 

doomed to extinction.  Above all, it is important that the Borough involves the residents in the future of 

the town centre. 

 

So, even if the wider issues can be resolved, then the town as a whole has to get behind the efforts being 

made to improve the town centre that we currently have.  Furthermore, it is the Society’s view that the 

specific recommendations made by Mary Portas are all ones that the town and borough should pick up 

and run with.  Many of these specific recommendations do not cost any significant moneys but they do 

require the will to make things happen and then the drive to push things along.  
 

۩ The town centre 
 

When the Society was asked by the Borough Council to comment on the proposed Open Spaces Strategy 

some years ago, it drew attention to the slow degradation in the upkeep of the town centre, the poor quality 

of repairs undertaken, as well as the apparent indifference of the authorities to look after the place in the way 

that residents would like.  That upkeep is made so much more complicated by the fact that responsibilities 

are split between County and the Borough.  



 

  

 

 

After the revised Open Spaces Strategy was adopted, a new body called the Town Centre Partnership (TCP) 

was formed that sought to bring together all the parties - Borough, County, traders and residents - so that 

they could thrash out a coherent strategy for the future of the town centre.  This equates to what Mary Portas 

calls in her report a “Town Team”.  Above all, what this group should do is provide the drive and energy to 

bring the factions together to make things happen. 

 

The Society was asked to participate in a sub group of the TCP - the group dealing with the public realm; 

this concerns all the features and fittings that you can see within the town centre.  Some very good work has 

been done in the area of shop front designs and standards that these should follow.  Members might just 

recall that the Conservation Area Review, completed in September 1997 no less, commented adversely 

about the poor state of the town centre and the poor quality of many shop fronts.   

 

In particular, the Conservation Area Review highlighted the lack of design guidance from the Borough 

Council as regards shop fronts.  Indeed, the Borough Council concurred by saying that both a proper 

guidance document was required and that strict control was also necessary.  The latter is particularly 

important as otherwise the guidance document is of little use.  It is noteworthy that in most towns where a 

Conservation Area covers a town centre, the local borough council has adopted the appropriate powers to 

ensure that the standards are properly applied.  The Society is now actively pressing for this to happen. 

 

However, it is unclear to the Society what else is taking place within the TCP other than what it knows about 

in the public realm sub group.  There are two other groups - marketing and traders – where, so far as the 

Society is aware, progress may not have occurred at all.  In the absence of knowledge, this conclusion is 

inevitable but the Society is hoping to learn otherwise. 

 

What this does reveal, however, is the fact that the TCP needs to explain itself to its stakeholders and 

especially to residents who, meanwhile, are in the dark.  The Society is clear that the town centre needs to 

have a coherent plan going forward if it is to seriously arrest its decline as seen in many other towns and that 

this needs the active involvement of residents. 

 

In short, the committee of the Society has now decided that it must press for more action and greater 

involvement on this issue: we are vitally concerned about it. 

 

۩ Email addresses 
 

Members who have yet to give us their email addresses are asked to email them to the Membership 

Secretary, Kate McQuillen, on knafzger@hotmail.com, as we are hoping to get more material out to you by 

this method.  This will be in addition to the newsletter which will continue in its current form. 

 

۩ Any thoughts or observations on this newsletter and/or the issues within, would be very much appreciated.  

You can either get in touch with the newsletter coordinator, Sheila O’Reilly, by email on 

sheila.oreilly@talktalk.net or by telephone on 01707 324272.  Alternatively, you can go online and approach 

the Society via the website (given on page 1) and the relevant person will get back to you. 


