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The Salisbury Line

Introduction

1.1 This note is intended to provide a 
short overview of the ‘Salisbury Line’ 
and to place it in context relative to 
the planning of Hatfield New Town 
and Welwyn Garden City. It has been 
prepared to assist the Inspectors 
of both the East Herts and Welwyn 
Hatfield Local plans which are, at 
the time of writing, progressing 
through Examination in Public. 

Overview

1.2 In April 1919, on his own 
initiative, Ebenezer Howard 
approached Lord Salisbury, having 
identified what is today Welwyn 
Garden City as a site for a second 
garden city. Lord Salisbury was 
then president of the Garden Cities 
and Town Planning Association 
(GCTPA) and had huge respect for 
Ebenezer Howard. Lord Salisbury 
openly supported early phases of 
Welwyn Garden City, selling land 
at agricultural values to ensure the 
fledgling Garden City Company 
did not become overburdened. As 
it transpired, however, part of the 
site Howard had identified was 
owned not by Lord Salisbury but 
Lord Desborough. By coincidence 
this land was put up for auction 
by Desborough in May 1919. 

1.3 Subsequent to the formation 
of Second Garden City Limited 
in October 1919, Lord Salisbury 
agreed to sell additional land 
(at agricultural land price). This 
created a landholding of 2,378 
acres, sufficient to be able to push 
ahead with a viable garden city. In 
April 1920, Second Garden City 
Limited was succeeded by Welwyn 
Garden City Ltd (WGC Ltd) as 
the new settlements principal 
development company. Welwyn 
Garden City was thus firmly 
established and construction of the 
town commenced in accordance 
with master planning principles.

1.4 The Second World War saw the 
population of the town increase to 
at least 20,000. The Abercrombie 
Greater London Plan of 1944 
confirmed that the Company’s (i.e. 
WGC Ltd) own intentions that the 
planned expansion of the town would 
continue. In June 1947 the company 
published a major revision of its 1920 
plan that proposed expansion of the 
town to nearly 50,000 inhabitants.

1.5 Even during the war, exchanges 
had taken place between Gascoyne 
Cecil Estates (on behalf of Lord 
Salisbury) and WGC Ltd. 

1.6 J.F Eccles, Managing Director of 
WGC Ltd wrote to Lord Salisbury’s 
Agent on 16th November 1945:

“After lengthy examination and 
discussion…it was decided to agree 
to purchase from your company 
approximately 565acreas as set 
out in your schedule… subject to 
the conditions…and consistent 
with Lord Salisbury’s general 
desire…and the security of the 
best treatment for the river valley.”

“I was asked to convey to you and 
your directors the satisfaction of my 
board that we have been able to 
reach an agreement on the difficult 
question which it is our intention, 
as I believe it is yours, to make….
settlement of the southern extent of 
Welwyn Garden City and which will 
provide for all time an appropriate 
open belt of country between this 
town and the old town of Hatfield.” 

1.7 On 22nd January 1946, 
representatives of Lord Salisbury 
wrote confirming the transaction:

“The Company has agreed to sell to 
the Welwyn Garden City Company 
the various properties extending 
to 566.548 acres or thereabouts 
described in the schedule.”
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“It is agreed between the parties 
that the southern boundary of the 
land in the sale will become the 
southern limit of the purchasers 
town and that the land on either 
side of this boundary, to a depth of 
800ft shall remain as undeveloped 
land, to be used only for agriculture, 
games, sports or recreations.”   

1.8 This 800ft wide buffer 
established some lasting principles 
and from then on became known as 
the ‘Salisbury Line’. The principles of 
the sale were confirmed in national 
newspapers including ‘The Times’ on 
2nd February 1946 as well as local 
newspapers and correspondence.

1.9 Welwyn Garden City New Town 
Development Corporation was 
constituted in May 1948. Hatfield 
Town Development Corporation, 
legally a separate body, was 
identically constituted. Welwyn 
Garden City and Hatfield were 
designated as twin New Towns, 
neighbours but clearly separated 
by intervening green space.

1.10 Subsequent to this, new 
development was undertaken on the 
southern side of WGC in accordance 
with the spirit of the original transfer. 
A large area of land, to the West 
of the East Coast/Great Northern 
railway line became Stanborough 
Park – a valuable leisure facility 
that continues to serve residents 
of Welwyn Garden City to this 
day. The majority of the remaining 
land within the original transaction 
has remained in agriculture.

1.11 Notably, some variations 
have been agreed to the original 
agreement between WGC Ltd and 
its successors. Most significantly 
the expansion of the neighbouring 
New Towns and formation of the 
NHS resulted in the requirement for 
a new hospital. In 1957 Gascoyne 
Cecil Estates and the Development 
Corporations agreed to revisions 
to the ‘Salisbury Line’ to facilitate 
construction of the QE2 hospital and 
other facilities generally considered 
to be either logical or ‘of community 
value’. Some of the land sold in 1946, 
was also re-acquired by the Estate. 

1.12 Throughout the ensuing 
decades, from 1946 to present, 
whilst minor detailed changes 
have been made in recognition 
of changing circumstances, the 
principles espoused within the 1946 
agreement have held true and a clear 
‘green corridor’ remains between the 
two towns and along the river valley. 

1.13 Redevelopment of land which 
now forms Mill Green Golf Club 
(previously waste ground used by 
the English Agent for Caterpillar 
Machinery, and during the war 
for military training) has served, 
alongside Commons Wood to 
reinforce the concept first proposed 
under the principles of the ‘Salisbury 
Line’ prior to the introduction of the 
1947 Town and Country Planning Act. 
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Green Corridor Proposals

1.14 As part of the preparation of 
the Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan and 
East Herts District Plan currently 
being examined, Gascoyne Cecil 
Estates have proposed that as 
part of the Local Plan process, the 
Local Planning Authorities should 
‘review and extend the historic 
Salisbury Line’ in order to protect 
the local landscape character and 
setting whilst serving to ‘protect 
Welwyn, Hatfield and other lower 
tier settlements from coalescence’. 

1.15 Notably, Gascoyne Cecil 
Estates has sought to recognise 
the principles of the Salisbury Line 
when master planning its own sites 
at HAT 1 (Stanboroughbury, NW 
of Hatfield) and a new satellite 
village at Symondshyde (HAT 15). 
Development which is deliberately 
restricted by planting and historic 
hedgerow patterns ensures the north-
eastern corner of Stanboroughbury 
serves as a green buffer, bounded 
by a new, extended Salisbury Line. It 
is proposed that the green corridor 
separating Symondshyde from 
North West Hatfield be similarly so 
reinforced, the land being within the 
control of Gascoyne Cecil Estates . 

1.16 It is strongly felt that decisions 
which will result in major changes 
to the boundaries of the major 
settlements and which would result 
in the principles of the Salisbury Line 
being breached, warrant extremely 
careful thought and discussion.

1.17 Without a robust and 
design led approach it is felt that 
the area between Hatfield and 
Welwyn Garden City and land to 
the East bordering the historic 
parks of Panshanger and Hatfield 
Park face an uncertain future.

1.18 It is proposed that a ‘new’ 
Salisbury Line would create 
the setting for appropriate 
new development in the Local 
Plan. It would seek to create an 
enduring landscape that will:

1. Be accessible, with new 
footpaths linking to the existing 
long distance and local paths 
to be delivered by the strategic 
developments that it connects.

2. Maintain and in certain 
cases enhance the present 
landscape character.

3. Provide an attractive setting 
which can serve to increase 
biodiversity and function as 
a valuable wildlife corridor.    

1.19 Welwyn Hatfield have 
incorporated a new Strategic Green 
Infrastructure policy SP12 in the 
Submission Draft Local Plan. Whilst 
Gascoyne Cecil Estates agree with 
the principles of this draft policy 
their Regulation 19 representations 
have sought to amend the Council’s 
interpretation of the Green Corridor 
approach advocated by the Estate 
seeking changes to Figure 8 so that 
a Green Corridor of land separating 
settlements is maintained in line with 
the principles of the Salisbury Line.

1.20 The vision and a plan for the 
creation of a Strategic Green Corridor 
can be seen in the submitted 
Regulation 19 representations 
(October 2016) Part 5 Document 
3 ‘A Green Infrastructure Strategy 
for Central Hertfordshire’ (p16–17).
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1948 Hatfield + WGC masterplan



The Salisbury Line

Land subject to 1946 transfer 
(coloured pink) and later 1957 
amendements for hospital 
etc. (coloured blue).
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Proposed ‘New’ Salisbury Line/Green Corridor’
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