
Wheathampstead Station – 1860 to 2010 

 
Wheathampstead station opened on September 1st, 1860.  It was a grand occasion with a fete in 
Rectory Meadow, music from the Hertfordshire Yeomanry and refreshments provided by the 
innkeeper at The Swan.  The line had taken five years to construct and ran from Hatfield through 
to Dunstable calling at Welwyn, Ayot, Harpenden East, Luton Hoo, Luton, Chaul End, Dunstable 
Town and Dunstable North.  Direct trains ran through to King’s Cross and Birmingham. 
 
It is hard to imagine the impact the railway had on a small rural community largely engaged in 
agriculture, where the only form of transport was the horse and cart.  Ordinary people rarely 
travelled more than a few miles from home and fresh food was limited to what could be grown 
locally.  With the railway came business as well as the freedom to travel further and faster than 
they ever had imagined.  Everyone could now have access to coal for their fires, fresh fish was 
available from Yarmouth, industries could transport raw materials and finished goods.  “Specials” 
took children for a day out by the seaside to resorts such as Hunstanton in Norfolk. 
 
In later years commuters went to work in offices in London or the factories in Luton.  
Wheathampstead became a popular “resort” with people visiting for fishing, hunting and golf.  
George Bernard Shaw would cycle from his home in Ayot St Lawrence and travel to London; the 
stationmaster often holding the train for him if he was late.  The Royal Train would pass through 
on its way to Luton Hoo so the Queen Mother could visit her relatives. 
 
By the end of World War II the railways generally were in decline largely because of the motor car  
but also because of the railway’s huge running costs.  The Beeching report in 1963 identified 
massive closures for unprofitable lines and, sadly, ours was among them.  The last passenger 
train stopped in Wheathampstead on April 26th, 1965. 

 
After closure, the bridge was demolished to improve 
traffic flow through the village, the tracks were lifted 
and anything of value was removed.  The buildings 
were demolished to make way for the bypass in the 
1970s and by that time, the platform surface had 
been broken-up and largely scattered on the track 
bed. 
 
 
 



The station remains lay forgotten for over 40 years 
until a group of volunteers in the autumn of 2009 
decided to investigate.  Sycamore saplings and ivy 
had taken over causing damage not only to the 
platform structure but also to the magnificent trees 
surrounding the site.  With the support of the 
Parish Council and others, volunteers have been 
working to restore the platform and site, and make 
it a public amenity.  The raised, isolated 
embankment provides a natural “island” and is ideal for many village activities. 
 
What you see today is the result of hard work by a dedicated group of villagers.  Access to the site 
is difficult so concrete slabs and materials have to be manhandled by the team.  Each of the large 
slabs forming the platform edge weighs half a ton and had to be repositioned, lifted from the 
track bed or reconstructed from fragments.  We have followed the original colour scheme used 
from the 1920s to closure, to give the right “look and feel” to the platform. 
 
The original Victorian platform lies some 9 inches below what you see today.  The bridge was 
raised during the First World War to allow large guns to pass underneath.  At the same time the 
platform was raised and realigned.  At the far (East) end of the platform you can see the original 
tarmac surface of the Victorian structure and, if you look carefully at the top of some of the 
exposed bull-nosed stones, you can see their date of manufacture (c1916).  The embankment on 
which the platform stands was constructed to raise the railway over existing roads.  It has a high 
point near the middle and slopes away to the East and West. 
 
We have yet to decide on the final layout of the site.  We have offers of rails, which are being 
removed from further along the line to make way for a busway, and there are thoughts of a small 
nature reserve with a bird feeding station.  This site is as important to our village’s history as the 
Grade I Listed St Helen’s Church and the Corn Mill listed in the Domesday Book.  It will be a 
significant stop on Wheathampstead’s Heritage Trail currently under development. 
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