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PHOTO OF THE MONTH

A CALMING PLACE

A

COURTESY MARGARET GOWER
In the 1930s the building partnership
of Goodwin & Hart began work on
an area of land off Hill End Lane
which had previously been conifer
woodland, hence the name of the
new estate: Firwood Avenue.
Development was broken by World
War 2, but resumed soon after. Part
of the firm’s marketing included a
photographic postcard illustrating the
COURTESY GOOGLE STREET VIEW
house types on offer. The lower
picture shows a portion of the estate
taken recently.

A corner of Clarence Park

GREEN PATCHES
If you open the wonderful Google maps and focus on any part of the eastern districts of St Albans, you will
be struck, as I am, by just how green it is. I don’t just mean green as in where there are no buildings, but
how green the back gardens are. Where are all the growing patches, the brown bits, where families grow
food for the pot and the table? The truth is, most of us no longer use our time in this way; we purchase
almost all of what we need for the kitchen from markets and supermarkets. We can afford to pay someone
else to grow the food on our behalf, using our time in other ways and our gardens for different pursuits.
Much the same can be said about allotments. Many former
allotment gardens have been built on. The largest allotment site
used to be between Drakes Drive and Cell Barnes Lane, just
behind Camp Road, accommodating hundreds of plots; it is a
much smaller growing area today. There were also allotment
fields in Hatfield Road opposite Sandfield Road, at Ashley Road
where the Willow estate is today, between Sandpit Lane and
Chestnut Drive, and on varying sized areas of spare land
between houses on part developed estates. Readers may know
of one or two other locations where allotments were but are no
more. Much has to do with the value of land and also periodic
fluctuations in the demand for allotments. Today’s demand is
fuelled not by economic necessity but by social desirability, and mental and physical well-being; participating
in a meaningful activity in the company of others; sharing knowledge and wisdom, trying something new…
continued on page 4.
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FEATURED STREET: SANDPIT LANE
This month I have selected a road of ancient origin which in
the past half-century has become a little shorter and which
twice has been divided and re-spliced. The lane is reputed
to have been used, and possibly improved during Roman
occupation, having a direct, more-or-less straight
connection with old Welwyn, and may have been a good
deal older still. Beginning at Stone Cross at the upper end it
came to life with the growth of Sandridge New Town and the
building of the Boundary estate.
With the arrival of the Midland Railway the lane was sliced
apart to accommodate the tracks below, and in so doing the
roadway was not only re-aligned but its gradient altered.
Much of the remainder of the lane, one way or another, gave access to new estates which greatly
enlarged St Albans to the east: on the south are Clarence Road, the southern section which was
featured last month, Sunderland Avenue and Churchill Road; to the north the connections to the
Marshalls Wick estate, where the grounds had extended
as far as Sandpit Lane. Not all of the planned roads
came about north of Faircross Way and at The Wick.
Developments have made use of the extensive grounds
of former large houses, such as The Dell, Monks Horton
Way and St John’s Close. The two main north-south
connectors of Homewood/Woodstock and Marshalswick/
Beechwood were both developed close together here.
The Martin estate and the Kinder farm both produced
development connections with the lane at Rose Walk and
the Beaumont estate via Beechwood Avenue. With the
sale of Newgates Farm and Jersey Farm their roads
spilled out onto the lane, and the southern encroachment
of Marshalswick had reached to the cottages at House
Lane. We must not forget the present development of
Oaklands Grange and its raptor-named roads on the
south which still has much growing to do. Today the lane
ends at its junction with Cooper’s Green Lane, but until
the 1960s it continued through to Hatfield Road at
Smallford on a section now named Oaklands Lane, close
to sand and gravel workings which, we are reminded,
have given the lane its historic name.
Among the notable buildings are the Beaumonts
Cottages tucked into Beaumont Avenue, and opposite
are the Hall Heath Cottages built by the Martin family for
agricultural employees. The name of Hall Heath –
Sandpit Lane on higher ground – extending from The
Dell to Damson Way, may have referred to a small
disappeared group of structures, the Hall being an early
manor building at Beaumonts. And the rather later
agricultural houses east of Rose Walk on the north side
are Newgates Cottages. Finally, a name which today
does not feature on any visible sign are the cottages at
Ardens Marsh at the House Lane junction.
In selecting a lengthy lane the descriptions have
necessarily been brief, but Sandpit Lane is a route
Top: surface water sources at The Wick.
which traverses the entire human history of St Albans,
Second from top: widening and bridge replacement in the 1960s
and which has swiftly become much busier as
COURTESY ST ALBANS MUSEUMS.
residential developments have become connected to
Third from top: Barnfield estate.
Above: Newgates Cottages built next to former Newgates Farm.
it.
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THE BIGGEST UPHEAVAL
Most of us won’t have been alive on 1st September 1939, but
had you been old enough to recall that date it will certainly
resonate with you, especially if you were a child living in London
or another major city.

COURTESY HERTS ADVERTISER
Arriving at the station on 1st September.

For on 1st September Operation Pied Piper swung into action in
what would become the largest family upheaval in this country’s
history. There had been a rehearsal in August but as soon as
September arrived school classes from all over the capital
made their way to a pre-arranged railway station, and having
said their emotional farewells to parents, boarded special trains
and made their way to unknown destinations, only revealed to
their parents after arrival at their destinations.

The purpose of the massive operation was to save the lives of children from expected enemy bombing.
Although there was a master plan there were infinite variations and countless changes.
Thousands of children arrived by train at St Albans,
mainly from Camden Town and Walthamstow, and less
than a year later a second wave arrived from south-east
towns of Hastings and St Leonards. The school groups
were linked to a school in the city where they would do
their best to share classrooms and other facilities. But
firstly their teachers would take them to a hall where
they would be fed, and small contingents of volunteers
would match the children with volunteer hosts –
temporary foster parents. Don’t imagine that
householders were truly volunteering to accommodate
one or more evacuees – there we are, I’ve reached this
point in the article, using the term evacuee for the first
time.

Primrose Hill Primary; original building still occupied by the same school.

Such a temporary arrangement was a lengthy one,
lasting from between two to five or six years and siblings
were not always fortunate in being able to stay together,
but there was often some compensation in making new
friends with their foster parents’ children.
We so far know of ten London and south coast schools
who de-camped to St Albans with their teachers and
other carers, and the names of the Pied Piper children
are sometimes revealed in the 1939 Registration, a form Evacuees at camp near St Albans.
of census taken at the end of September to prepare for
the issue of ration books and ID cards. Overall, while there was a significant fall owing to serving-age
adults called for duty, large numbers arrived to take on new jobs; and there was a huge increase in the
child age population.
The children left and were replaced, were called back home or became available for their first jobs. And
while in St Albans most children, even the younger ones, were co-opted to undertake various tasks,
especially on farms. Scout and cub scout groups expanded to provide
wholesome activities, and some of the evacuee school groups created
their own camps. One school, Beaumont, went as far as to absorb
numbers of their own evacuees from Haverstock Hill – with their hosts
and parents permissions – onto the Beaumont roll so that a Haverstock
head teacher could return to Camden Town.
So St Albans, including Fleetville, played a huge role in supporting
thousands of children sent here for their own safety, and many
maintained contact with their hosts after returning home, which in itself
was a hugely challenging experience in itself, though that is another
story.

COURTESY BRITISH EVACUEES ASSN
Evacuees memorial at the National Arboretum.
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GREEN PATCHES
… from page 1 with the support of a nearby plot tenant; and naturally
spending time chatting with whoever is present at the same time as
you.
In our family various members have rented allotments here since
1907, and your Editor recalls regular visits to discover an uncle at
work on one of his plots, and where we children would navigate the
surrounding hedgerows in season to pick fruits.
Just at the time when the very existence of allotments are under the
greatest pressure for a generation, the demand for plots is at its
highest, fuelled by exposure in the media. We really should maintain
the pressure on our local authority to safeguard the allotment gardens
we have, and encourage ringfencing of other portions of unused land
for future expansion. As housing expansion continues apace, their
gardens become ever smaller and the proportion of stock given over
to flats increases, the need for allotments also increases. Pressure on
developers to include public open space in their new and proposed
estates becomes even more crucial.
If a friend suggested you both meet at the Park you might, if you both
live on the east side of the city, feel confident that the venue would be
Clarence Park – which, incidentally, was considered as free access
only for city ratepayers unless St Peter’s Rural Council paid an annual
fee to the city on behalf of those of us who lived beyond the roughly
north-south boundary passing through The Crown until 1913.
Fortunately for Fleetville, Camp and other residents living further east
the city council considered either prohibition or individual admission
payments too problematic to set up and maintain. So we have all
benefited from the calm and enjoyment of Clarence Park ever since.
Another Park was discussed in city council circles during the late
1930s. At the time this, rather smaller, area of open space was in
private hands, although the council discussed the possibility of
acquiring it. Formerly a key feature of the Marshalls Wick House
grounds was known as The Park, which today features large homes of
varied designs around both the inner and outer roadsides.

Top: Springfield allotments.
Middle: Longacres Park.
Bottom: St Vincents Drive open space.

From the 1920s onwards local authorities received an increased number of responsibilities and powers.
One such area was in connection with public open space, where for the first time developers and the
authority were responsible for allocating various kinds of open space for residents to enjoy within their
communities. The open space provisions included areas for more formal sports activities. Here the
authority was required to distribute grounds as fairly as practicable around the city.
In surveys undertaken in the 1930s it was accepted there was a considerable shortage of open space of
all kinds on the east side, leading later to the opening of Cunningham Hill Fields, and Pinewood
(Longacres) Park once dahlia grower Ernie Cooper no longer required it. When considering
Marshalswick the council felt it was able to expand The Wick as informal open space, and to acquire and
devote The Park as a community cricket field; football was given prominence at Cunningham.
During the post-war period a number of other recreation grounds and pocket parks increasingly appeared
at the London Road estate and Marshalswick, later too at Jersey Farm. But little could be done to
provide more informal open space in the early Fleetville and Camp developments. So we are grateful to
Charles Woollam for gifting Fleetville residents with what in 1913 was the Fleetville Pleasure Park, now of
course Fleetville Recreation Ground, or, as some affectionately term it, Fleetville Park.
As to The Park, the one near Faircross Way, the council lost that battle for public access and cricket
facilities in the east remain limited to a single table in Clarence Park – which is where we came in.
Ideas, comments, pictures – anything – contact Mike on mikeneighbour@mac.com
The FD website is www.fleetvillediaries.org
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