
A century on, what 

can we learn from 

the world's first 

Garden City? 

The lessons of 

Letchworth 

The Letchworth Garden City 

Foundation has reinvested profits 

as part of £60m regeneration 

project 

Key projects include the film 

Spirella Building regeneration 

This year marks the centenary of 

Letchworth, the world's first 

Garden City. Based on the ideas of 

social visionary Ebenezer Howard, 

the model established by the 

Hertfordshire town has influenced 

countless communities across the 

globe. British town planners 

embraced Howard's ideas, most 

noticeably in the 1946 New Towns 

Act. 

Back in 1903 there were no state 

subsidies for building new 

communities. Howard raised the 

cash with others who shared his 

ambitions. First Garden City Ltd 

was set up to build his utopia, a 

community combining the comforts 

of the town with the health of the 

country. 

Thirty-five miles north of London 

and well served by rail, Letchworth 

attracted workers to build its roads, 

houses and factories. It proved 

popular with business, particularly 

the print and automotive industries 

and, later, computing. 

Its 'Cheap Cottage' exhibitions 

staged in 1905 and 1907 

demonstrating affordable housing 

in action, brought thousands of 

visitors from London and much 

press coverage.  By the late 195os, 

Letchworth had caught the 

attention of property company 

Hotel York, who bought up shares 

in First Garden City. The public 

outcry that ensued culminated in 

1962 when the town was 

effectively nationalised and handed 

over to the Letchworth Garden City 

Corporation. 

A solid Foundation 

Letchworth then escaped the fate 

of many of Britain's new towns 

after 1979, whose land and 

property assets were sold, pouring 

billions of pounds into the coffers 

of the Treasury. Letchworth did 

leave the public sector but with its 

5,500-acre estate intact. It was 

transferred to a unique 

organisation, Letchworth Garden 

City Heritage Foundation, an 

industrial and provident society 

with charitable objectives. 

Since 1995, the foundation has 

gifted over £II.5m back to the 

Letchworth community. The value 

of the estate has doubled in that 

time, and the foundation has 

spearheaded a massive £60m 

regeneration. 

Its largest project to date has been 

an £11m regeneration of a former 

corset factory into hi-tech office 

space. The 82,000-sqft Spirella 

Building was fully let within six 

months of completion and is home 

to some 25 businesses and some 

400 staff. 

The foundation also joined forces 

with the previous owners of 

Letchworth's classic 1936 art deco 

cinema to form Broadway cinema 

Ltd. A £2m refurbishment created a 

luxury three-screen facility.   

 

Having consistently voted to keep 

licensed premises out of its town 

centre until the late 1950s, 

Letchworth then attracted three 

major pub restaurants. A 70,000-

sqft William Morrison store 

restored town-centre supermarket 

shopping and North Hertfordshire 

College opened a £2m 

management centre on the 

adjacent site. And the Garden City 

Greenway now provides a 13.6- 

mile circular route for walkers, 

cyclists and horse riders. 

Concerns about the proposed 

development of land west of 

Stevenage have effectively delayed 

the release of residential sites 

throughout the district. The 

foundation wants to see some 

more houses built in Letchworth 

but does not have control of the 

Local Plan process, though it does 

have powers in respect of 

extensions, alterations and other 

changes to properties. 

The environment is also under 

threat from homeowners paving 

over front gardens to park cars. The 

Foundation encourages retention 

of at least 50 per cent as garden, 

and has had to instigate legal 

action against the worst offenders. 

Yet Letchworth's 34,000 residents 

have much to celebrate and look 

forward, to as the vaJue of the 

estate grows and with it their 

quality of life. And this year, 

following a long campaign, the 

foundation persuaded the powers 

that be to change the name of the 

town from Letchworth to 

Letchworth Garden City. 

http://www.lgchf.com 

 

Text extracted from the 

original article published in 

Civic Focus: Summer 2003 

http://www.lgchf.com/

