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    Those village families who had survived the plague and the sequences of cold 

years in the 1300’s may have hoped at the turn of the century that the 1400’s 

would hold better prospects. However by 1425 it was becoming clear to them that 

they were experiencing a decline in general weather conditions which seemed to 

be permanent. The growing seasons had become shorter and the winters were 

notably colder with more snow and longer periods of sub-zero temperatures. This 

of course had made their farms less productive and they were forced to build on 

the changes already made the previous century to cope with the new conditions. 

They of course had no idea that this change in the weather was to last for 500 

years, a period sometimes known as the “Little Ice Age”.  These cold centuries 

were to be punctuated by three even colder periods during which many bitterly cold 

winters occurred when the River Lea was to be frozen thickly for periods that lasted 

from 3 weeks to 4 months. The very cold winter of 1894-5 is often regarded as the 

last winter of the “Little Ice Age” and is sometimes referred to as the winter of the 

“The Twelve Week Frost”. 

 

   The winter of 1894/5 is regarded as an exceptionally cold one particularly so between 
December 30th and March 5th. Skating on ponds and rivers in London and the 
surrounding rural areas was possible for an unusually long period during this winter. 
 Folk at the time were used to being able to enjoy the sport of skating during most years 
and many had skates tucked away in a drawer or cupboard for that purpose.  By early 
January there was 6 inches of snow lying on the ground with more being added as the 
cold spell continued. A short lived thaw around the 20th of January was soon replaced by 
an even colder period. This lasted from the 27th of January to the 19th of February when 
mean air temperatures in this part of Hertfordshire were around -3 C. From the 9th to the 
17th of February the River Thames for much of its tidal length was impassable due to ice 
which was in places 6 to 7 feet thick. At the same time seaside resorts along the south 
coast of England saw the unusual spectacle of the sea being frozen for some distance 
offshore. During this very cold period there was little additional snow but cold sunny days 
averaging -2C and even colder nights of -8C to -10C were experienced. 
 
 A temporary thaw set in between the 21st and the end of the month, but the chill 
returned from the 1st to the 5th of March which brought the heaviest snowfalls of the 
winter. The permanent thaw commenced after the 5th but fortunately did not cause any 
flooding in Stanstead Abbotts. [Flooding in the village was so often the result, when a 

considerable amount of snow melted fairly quickly.] 
 



 

 

A view of the large crowd which gathered on the ice at Stanstead Abbotts in 1895. 
 They enjoyed the ice skating and the roasted meat that was cooked on the frozen river.  

The Union Flag can just be seen flying above the right hand end of the protective tarpaulin. 
 
 

The village took advantage of the frozen river on Wednesday 11th January when 
an evening skating event was organised. This saw a considerable number of 
villagers skating as a group along the river to Ware, by the light of the full moon.   
It seems to have come as some surprise to the villagers that the river was still 
thickly frozen a month later. This led to a second village skating adventure to 
Ware, organised to coincide with the next full moon on Saturday February 9th. 
These evenings when villagers skated along the river in the chilly moonlight 
appear to have made a deep impression on those who took part and were long 
remembered as somewhat magical events within the village. 

 
 Perhaps due to these much enjoyed evenings they were followed up with a 
daytime sheep roast on the frozen river on Monday the 11th February. This was 
recorded as taking place near the river bridge. 
 [A similar previous sheep roast had been recorded as taking place near Ware 
on February 22nd 1855. It is believed that this refers to an earlier Stanstead 
Abbotts event held 40 years earlier.] 
 
 A large sheet was erected on the windward side of the fire to provide some 
protection from the bitterly cold wind. An attractive addition was a flagpole which 
was erected at one end of the sheeting from which was flown a sizeable Union 
Flag which fluttered above the chilly scene. Many young boys congregated to 
watch the setting up and the cooking of the sheep long before any hot sliced 
meat was available. Among this interested band of youngsters was one John 
Bright the author’s then 11 year old Grandfather. At the appointed time the 
adults began to arrive to enjoy this social event. While everyone congregated 
near the roasting spot several photographs were taken of this unusual gathering 
on the frozen river. Many took advantage of the occasion by enjoying the 
skating as well as partaking of the hot sliced meat that was shared out amongst 
the crowd. 
 

 



 

 
 

A close up view of the makeshift cooking arrangements. The writing on the tarpaulin 
 appears to say the “WAY & WORKS Dpt. XXXX DISTRICT”. This might well have read 
“The Way and Works Department, Stratford District” which may suggest the windbreak 
 could have been borrowed for the occasion from the Great Eastern Railway Company. 

 

 

        By the day this photograph was taken the ground had become frozen to a depth of        

about 2 feet. This meant that the outside hand pumps, upon which most of the villagers relied 

for their supply of water, had been frozen solid for some time. There was plenty of snow 

about of course, which if melted and then boiled before drinking, provided a more than 

plentiful alternative supply. Although the railways managed to keep running, the freezing of 

the rivers and estuaries caused worrying shortages of food and fuel, particularly in February. 

No doubt the hot cooked meat available at the sheep roast was much welcomed by many 

who attended this chilly but long remembered village event. 

 

    Although the 1894/5 winter is regarded as the last of the “Little Ice Age” there have been 

some notably cold winters since, when the River Lea has frozen over. However there does 

not appear to have been a repeat of the skating or roasting events on the river at Stanstead 

Abbotts. The six particularly cold winters since occurred during the C20th in 1900/01, 

1916/17, 1939/40, 1946/47, 1955/56 and 1962/3.    

It was not long into the new century when in December 1901 the river froze sufficiently solidly 

to safely support a considerably weight. Indeed a large sleigh drawn by one horse was 

successfully taken onto the frozen river at Ware. The 1916/17 winter is regarded as one of 

the more severe of the first half of the C20th with cold conditions lasting from mid-January to 

mid-April. The freezing of rivers and the generally stormy conditions caused serious 

problems in the trenches of WWI as well as difficulties back home in England. 



 

   At the start of WWII the winter of 1939/40, the first of the war, was not as intense as the 

1894/95 winter but lasted longer. Average temperatures in the Lea Valley hovered at or 

below freezing for much of December through to February.  The winter that many older 

people in the village remember is the bitterly cold and very snowy winter of 1947/8 which was 

at its worst from late January to mid-March. Temperatures in East Hertfordshire remained at 

or below zero for 9 weeks with a level snowfall of 2 feet with drifts up to 10 feet deep in 

places. Needless to say the River through the village was thickly frozen and the heavy 

snowfall and blizzards added to peoples woes. This was on top of experiencing severe 

rationing and struggling for the other basics of life just 18 months after WWII had ended. The 

very cold winter of 1955/56 saw the Lea frozen for about 10 days coinciding with the coldest 

spell, which lasted from 18th to the 25th February. The last time the River Lea froze over 

significantly for several days was in the winter of 1962-3 when it was possible to walk across 

the river just below Stanstead Bridge; however care had to be taken as there were some 

treacherously thin patches elsewhere along the river. None the less it is said that some brave 

soul successfully rode a motorcycle from Ware to Stanstead Abbotts when the ice conditions 

were at their thickest.  The 1963 lowest temperature in England and Wales of  -20.6C was in 

fact recorded at Stanstead Abbotts on the 23rd January, the coldest day. 

  

        

              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     
Both the above views were taken just downstream of the bridge, during the big freeze of 1963. 

The left hand view shows the frozen river and the rear of the Rose and Crown Public House 
The author’s father is seen standing on the frozen river, well wrapped up against the cold. 

 

 

. In the last few decades average temperatures have been slightly higher and despite snowy 

conditions on occasions, extended bitterly cold winter periods have not occurred. We should not   

however be complacent, as having become accustomed to the idea of global warming, solar 

scientists are now seeing indications of a drop in the suns activity. It is they think an early sign of 

the sort of solar event that lowered temperatures, for three periods of 40 to 90 years duration, 

within the 500 cold years of the “Little Ice Age”.     
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