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Introduction
he Illustrated Tour is my personal millennium project - 10,000 (or more) years of the
History of Burwell. I had always wanted to write a book about the place where I was
born and brought up, and this seemed as good an excuse as any. It began as an idea for an
Internet Web Site, and the idea of organising it as a tour emerged from that. It would be
well-suited to that medium, in fact, but in book form will, I hope, be available to a wider
audience.

T
I

’ve tried to cover as many aspects of the village as I could, including a number of the lesserknown ones, and attempted to deal with them all in at least a little depth. At the same
time, I’ve also tried to put things into a broader historical context, and described some of the
other stuff that was going on in the world, especially where this may have had an impact on
life in Burwell.

I

would like to thank a number of people without whose contributions the project would
never have been finished: Chris Jakes and the staff at the Cambridgeshire Collection in the
Central Library; the staff at the County Records Office in Shire Hall; the writers listed in the
Bibliography from whose works I have quoted; the contributors to Clunch identified in the
footnotes but whose names, alas, were not always given; the photographers whose work is
reproduced. I hope I’ve credited everyone where appropriate. I would also like to
acknowledge the help of Adrian Chilvers (graphical assistance), Phil Riding (computing
advice) and Marion Murkin (additional research).

S

orry if I made some mistakes - it was a lot to take in. If you find something you think
should be added or corrected, write to me. If you like it, you can write to me too. I hope
you enjoy reading it, and learn something from it along the way.

Andrew Murkin

Maps 1 - 3: Location of Burwell

Burwell
B

urwell is a large village of about 5000 people, situated in the County of Cambridgeshire,
about 10 miles to the north east of Cambridge itself.

Geographically, it occupies an interesting position, straddling the border between the dry,
chalky lands to the south, and the low-lying Fens, formerly wet marshland, now drained and
put to agriculture. Agriculture, in fact, dominates the landscape on both sides, but their
character - and the character of the different parts of the village, therefore - is quite different.

The parish of Burwell is a large one - though not quite as large as it was before the 1950’s,
when it included half the neighbouring village of Reach, and before the 1990’s, when a large
area in the south was taken away - and reflects this diversity of land and people. In the north
lies Adventurer’s Fen, not entirely drained and planted until the 1940’s; to the east and west
the broad expanses of cornfields; and to the south the flat grasslands of Newmarket Heath.
The county boundary between Cambridgeshire and Suffolk is immediately to the south of
the village.

The main road through the village is the B1102, following the fen edge from Stow-cum-Quy
to the south-west, to Mildenhall to the north-east. The B1103 leaves the centre of the
village at Pound Hill towards Exning and Newmarket.

The inhabited part of the parish grew up in at least three parts: High Town in the south,
centred around the church and the High Street; North Street, close by the fen, its attention
turned more towards the river; and Newnham, between the two. Looking at a detailed map
of the village, this division can be discerned, and only over a long period have the three parts
become one, stretching for some two miles along a single main street. According to one
writer, the village was, for this reason, often referred to as ‘Long Burwell’.1

1 Dr Charles Lucas, The Fenman’s World

Map 4: The main streets of Burwell
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T

here were certainly small Roman settlements in the area. Near the site of one, on a “low
hill overlooking a spring”2 - around St Mary’s church - a Saxon village grew up which was
probably protected by some kind of fortification . A few hundred metres away to the north
another Roman settlement developed into a “long linear Saxon street village” - the High
Street.

North Street, “a mile away across the fields and close to the fens” was certainly in existence by
the early 14th century when it was first recorded, but is probably much older; it has “a curious
sinuous street” which lies parallel to and has the same shape as the headlands of the mediaeval
common fields to the east. It seems to have developed within the existing common fields and
used a headland between the strips as its main street. It is therefore unlikely to have been an
early settlement and may have grown up relatively late in the mediaeval period as a result of
increasing population.3

With the development of Ness Road - the main road out of the village to the north-east - and
the area between it and North Street, the village has, perhaps, taken on more of a B-shape,
which seems quite appropriate. In fact, there has been continuous and widespread housing
development here since the Second World War, and a lot of flesh has been put on the thin
skeleton that the village plan resembled in the earlier part of the 20th century.

T

he name ‘Burwell’ derives from two Anglo-Saxon roots: burh, meaning castle or fort, and
wielle, a spring.4 Indeed, the remains of a castle can be found, by a spring, close to the
ancient centre of High Town, just to the west of the church. This castle, though, was
Norman, built in the 12th century, some 80 years after the last Saxon king, Harold II, was
deposed by William the Conqueror in 1066: presumably an earlier fortification existed in the
vicinity, although it has not so far been identified. Christopher Taylor places it on the raised
area around the church, observing that “the line of the encircling defences is partly preserved
by the curving line of modern streets round the hill.”5

This combination of fort and spring would seem so common that there must be many villages
around the country with the name Burwell: in fact, there is just one other, a “pleasant village”6
and former market town on the A16, a few miles south of Louth in Lincolnshire. Welbury
in North Yorkshire, which may seem to be ‘Burwell’ the other way round, is derived from
wielle, spring, and berg, the hill on which it stands.7

2 Christopher Taylor, The Cambridgeshire Landscape
3 Taylor, op. cit.
4 The Place Names of Cambridgeshire and the Isle of Ely, P.H. Reaney
5 op. cit.
6 Arthur Mee, The King’s England - Lincolnshire
7 The Place Names of the North Riding of Yorkshire, A.H. Smith
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1
Swaffham Road
E

ntering the village on this road, the B1102, brings you gently downhill from the highest
point in the area, in the neighbouring village of Swaffham Prior.

On either side there are cornfields, and - on a clear day - commanding views of the
countryside around, especially to the left where the land slopes down from the road. The soil
in this part of the village - the higher part - is light in colour and chalky. For this type of
country the soil on top of the chalk here - some 12 inches - is quite deep. Traditionally, the
main crops here are wheat and barley, with some oats. Writing in the 1940’s, Alan Bloom,
later well-known for his work at Bressingham Gardens, Norfolk, but then owner of Priory
Farm in Factory Drove, described mustard as “a Burwell favourite.”1

A

The Devil’s Dyke, looking north from Swaffham Road
Photo: A. Murkin

1 The Farm in the Fen
2 Alison Taylor, Anglo-Saxon Cambridgeshire
3 CAS, Vol 26

bout halfway between the two villages
the road passes through an ancient
earthwork, a long bank and ditch which
stretches away to left and right - the Devil’s
Dyke - sometimes known as the Devil’s
Ditch - “the most impressive archaeological
monument in Cambridgeshire,”2 7 1/2
miles in total length, and built somewhere
between the 4th and 8th centuries A.D.
The ends cannot be identified from here: to
the left it can be seen approaching the
village of Reach; to the right it disappears
over the horizon, just a few hundred metres
away on that side, due to the rise and fall of
the land.
During his excavations of the dyke in the
1920’s Sir Cyril Fox was able to conclude,
from the amounts of worn Iron Age pottery
fragments found in the soil here that these
fields had been cultivated for centuries
before the Romans arrived.3
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his junction was referred to on 19th century maps as ‘Swaffham Gap’. A length of the
bank to your left has been removed for road-building materials, as have parts of the bank
to the right. When it was built, there was no gap - the Dyke ran continuously across the line
of the modern roadway. Alfred Watkins, the great pioneer of landscape alignments, cites a
‘ley’, or ‘ley-line’ as passing through this gap.4 Here you have an excellent view of the village
to the North East. The tower and sails of the windmill and the spire of St Mary’s church can
be seen above the treetops. To the left, a path along the Dyke takes you to Reach; to the right,
the path continues towards Newmarket Heath.
As you move into the village from the line of Devil’s Dyke, you enter Swaffham Road.
Looking to the left you will usually be able to see the white roofs and dark towers of Ely
Cathedral, some 10 miles distant, as the crow flies.
On the right are the fields of Ditch Farm - the farm itself is out of site over the brow of the
hill - part of the Cambridgeshire County Council’s County Farms Estate. Formerly given over
to cereal crops, these fields close to the Devil’s Dyke - following a recommendation in a 1990
survey of Council-owned farms,5 concerned about damage to the earthwork - were turned to
grassland by the Council in 1992 - 1993, and are now grazed by Portland and Friesian sheep.
A wide strip alongside the Dyke, running all the way from here as far as the A14, has been
similarly put to grass in order to protect the environment of the Dyke. This type of chalk
grassland habitat is becoming increasingly rare in this region - and indeed in the whole of
Britain: grazing sheep keep the grass short in the neighbourhood of the Dyke and prevent the
growth of intrusive shrubland.6
The sheep were brought to Ditch Farm in 1988 by farmer Andrew Hill, and people seem to
have developed a taste for the sheep’s milk, cheese, ice-cream and yoghurt which were until
quite recently produced here. Sheep’s milk, slightly sweeter and more fatty than cow’s milk,
is nevertheless very rich in calcium and other minerals.7 Although not a common sight here
in the 20th century, sheep were formerly much more numerous in Burwell: one 18th century
writer records that there were about 1700 sheep here at that time - considerably more than
the human population, which he estimated at a mere 1000.8 Once upon a time, sheep grazed
on the Dyke itself, but since this practice ceased the ditch has become quite overgrown over
most of its length.

T

his is now the main road into the village, but a story recounted by Henry Gunning,
visiting the village in 1791, shows that it was not always as well-maintained as it is now:
“It was on Midlent Sunday of this year that I received a very early message by the University
Marshal to accompany the Vice-Chancellor to Burwell . . . It has been the custom for many
years for the Vice-Chancellor to preach a sermon here on Midlent Sunday, and to dine with
the tenant . . . On the night previous to my being summoned a very heavy snow had fallen;
but notwithstanding this, (added to the execrable state of the roads) the villages of Bottisham
and Swaffham were crowded with people, who did not in those days scruple to come from a
distance to see a ‘coach and four’. . . When we arrived at the Devil’s Ditch, two strong carthorses and their driver (belonging to the tenant) were in waiting, and we had several spare
traces in the carriage. At this point we quitted the road altogether, and went across ploughed
lands. There was no longer the danger of overturning, but the six horses were obliged to exert
themselves to the utmost to keep the carriage in motion.”9

Facing Page:
Burwell from
the top of
Devil’s Dyke.
Photo:
A. Murkin

4 Archaic Tracks Round Cambridge
5 Archaeology on the County Farms Estate, Tim Malim
6 Information Board, Devil’s Dyke Car Park, Ditch Farm
7 Cambridge Evening News, 27th July, 1989
8 Charles Vancouver, General View of the Agriculture in the County of Cambridge, 1794
9 Reminiscences of the University, Town and County of Cambridge from the Year 1780

No. 45 Swaffham
Road, in the 1960’s
Photo: A. Murkin

M

ost of the buildings here are post-war detached
houses or bungalows, though some date from
earlier periods. On your right as you walk into the
village, No. 45 is a fine example of an early 1950’s family
home, the work of local builders G.E. Palmer & Sons,
whose business continued in the village until 1994. Its
original appearance has been considerably altered by later
additions - a single-storey garage to one side, and twostorey living-quarters to the other - the removal of the
chimney, set centrally on the ridge of the steeply-pitched
roof, and the original steel-framed windows, divided into
the long, shallow rectangles which had been popular
since the 1930’s.

Swaffham Road/Heath Road
Junction
A

s you stand facing West, roughly in the direction of Cambridge, you see in front of you
the site of a large factory, known for the first years of its life as ‘Tillotson’s’ after its early
owners, ‘Tillotson’s Corrugated Cases’, or simply ‘The Box Factory’, because that is what was
manufactured here - cardboard boxes. A major employer in Burwell for over 40 years, owned
latterly by David Smith Packaging, the Box Factory operated on this site from 1957 to 1998.
What is not so obvious is that part of the factory premises ahead of you was, from the 1880’s
to the 1960’s, the site of Burwell’s railway station, which linked the village with Cambridge.
You are standing just where, until 1973, a road bridge rose to cross the line.
It was quite an unusual bridge in that it had a road junction right at the top, and a tricky 90
degree bend to negotiate if you were following the main road into the village. Evidence that
it was always regarded as something of a traffic hazard can be found in the Parish
Council minutes where, not long after motorised traffic began to use the
roads, there is a record of a

Swaffham Road in the 1930’s
Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll)

15
letter sent to the District Council, calling their attention to:
“the dangerous corner at the Railway Bridge near the station, and that having regard to the
number of serious accidents which have occurred at this spot, steps should be taken with a
view of the Railway Company being requested to alter the top of the bridge so as to round off
the corner referred to.”10

I

n December, 1929, the County Council were contacted, regarding the “very unsatisfactory
approach” to the bridge,11 and again in March, 1930, after a “recent accident which
happened on the Railway Bridge.”12 Later, in May, 1930, the approach road on the village
side was widened,13 but the sharp bend continued to prove troublesome: during the Second
World War ‘blackout’ in the early 1940’s - when houses and cars were not allowed to show
bright lights at night for fear of giving away their presence to enemy planes - vehicles were
known to miss the sharp turning in the dark and end up at the bottom of the steep
embankment of the bridge.14 One such war-time accident - not a result of the blackout,
however - occurred when a young man stole one of the 60ft [20m] trailers kept at RAF
Newmarket Heath, at the other end of Heath Road. Having driven the trailer up Heath Road
to the railway bridge, the young joy-rider found he could not turn the corner, went straight
across the road and down the embankment. Jumping out of the cab, he ran off towards
Exning, but was spotted and apprehended by one of the station porters.15
10 Parish Council Minutes, Nov 28th, 1927
11 Parish Council Minutes, Dec 9th, 1929
12 Parish Council Minutes, March 24th, 1930
13 Parish Council Minutes, May 26th, 1930
14 By Rail to Mildenhall, Peter Turner
15 James Badcock, in Memories of the Second
World War, Burwell History Society

Two views of the Railway Bridge
Right: From the south, 1950’s
Photo: S.J. Spence (Camb. Coll.)
Below: From the north, 1905.
Photo: Camb. Coll.
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Looking west from the
top of the railway bridge,
in the late 1950’s. A
diesel railbus waits at the
Cambridge platform.
Photo: S.J. Spence
(Camb. Coll.)

Burwell Station
B

urwell was one of 8 stations on the single-track branch line running from Barnwell
Junction, Cambridge, to Mildenhall, Suffolk, a journey of about 20 miles. Burwell was
more or less exactly halfway along the line. Between Burwell and Barnwell were stations at
Swaffham Prior, Bottisham and Lode, and Stow-cum-Quy, and between Burwell and
Mildenhall were Fordham and Isleham.

The line which was eventually built was by no means the first planned to pass through Burwell
parish. In 1842, an extension was proposed to the Bishop’s Stortford - Cambridge railway,
which would have continued north to meet the Yarmouth - Norwich line, close to Norwich.
This line, after leaving Cambridge, would have crossed the Cam close to Bottisham Lock near
Waterbeach, lead east through Bottisham and Swaffham Fens, then over Reach and Burwell
Lodes and across the top of Burwell Fen, entering Fordham parish just where Burwell, Wicken
and Fordham parishes meet.16 No indication is given on the plans of any stations to be built
on this line. but the Fen was very waterlogged at this time, and a serious attempt to drain it
had only just begun the year before, with the formation of the Burwell Drainage Board in
1841. It is difficult to imagine that a station in this part of Burwell would have been a
practical proposition.
Two years after this, in 1844, the proposed Bury and Cambridge Railway would have followed
a similar route to the line that was actually built, but upwards of a mile further south:
emerging from Cambridge via Barnwell and Fen Ditton, the track would have kept close to
the north side of the B1102, passing between it and Anglesey Abbey, through Longmeadow
and Commercial End, Swaffham Bulbeck, and crossing it just before Swaffham Prior. This
line would never have passed near the built-up parts of Burwell: having skirted Swaffham
Prior to the south, it would have met the Devil’s Dyke well south of Swaffham Road, and
Heath Road some way along its length, continuing to the south of Exning.17 If a station had
been planned for Burwell, it would probably have been here, down Heath Road.
16 Cambridge - Norwich Railway, Plans
17 Bury & Cambridge Railway, Plans

17
Looking east from the
top of the railway bridge
in the 1950’s.
Photo: S.J. Spence
(Camb. Coll.)

N

either of these schemes from the 1840’s was carried through, but 40 years later, the prime
mover in the successful construction of the Cambridge - Mildenhall line was local
landowner Charles Allix, squire and resident of Swaffham Prior House, and it was at
Swaffham Prior where work on the line first began in January, 1883. The first passenger train
ran from Cambridge to Fordham on 2nd June, 1884, when it is reported that “a large number
of persons travelled to Burwell from various places.”18

The stations on the new route for Quy, Bottisham and Lode, and Swaffham Prior lay some
way to the north of the villages they served, and that at Burwell was right on its southern edge.
The station at Fordham, which had been opened 5 years before as ‘Fordham and Burwell’,
reverted to Fordham only at this time.
In fact, for the last half of the line’s existence, Burwell had two stations: in addition to those
mentioned above, the line had 3 ‘Halts’ - request stops - which had neither proper platforms
nor waiting rooms, or indeed any other facilities - much like a modern bus stop, in fact. There
were three of these along the line, opened in November, 1922: at one end, between Barnwell
and Stow-cum-Quy, was Fen Ditton; at the other end, between Isleham and Mildenhall, was
Worlington Golf Links; and in the middle, between Burwell and Fordham, was Exning Road
Halt, situated some way to the east of Burwell station, by the Newmarket Road bridge.

Two views of Burwell station, looking east, in the 1930’s. Photos: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)
18 Cambridge Chronicle, June 6th, 1884, quoted in By Rail to Mildenhall, Peter Turner
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A

lthough timetables varied, throughout most of the line’s existence 3-5 trains a day ran in
either direction, and there were also special excursions to London or to the seaside at
Hunstanton or Yarmouth on the Norfolk coast, Skegness in Lincolnshire and other places.
Many present residents of Burwell will remember these trains from their younger days.
“There used to be a big railway here years ago . . . to Cambridge there’d be one [train] at 8 in
the morning, [which] the farmers used to go on, and the school-children used to go to school.
12 o’clock the farmers would go on the Saturday to go in the markets, and to sell the corn and
all that . . . 1 shilling [5p] return, I think it was.”19 This was certainly the cost of a half-day
excursion (3rd Class!) offered by the railway company (the L.N.E.R.) in 1937: to London
from Burwell, the cost of the excursion was 4s 6d [about 23p]. Dorothy Grainger, who lived
in the village for over 60 years, recalls a packed Sunday excursion to the seaside in which
passengers travelled in a cattle truck: “by the time we arrived at our destination, the kiddies
were ready for a bath.”20

Timetables for the Cambridge - Mildenhall Line from 1916 (top), and 1945 (bottom); excursion to London, 1937 (right)
19 Ernie Palmer, Off The Beaten Track, with Lester Millbank and Mike Petty, BBC Radio Cambridgeshire, April, 1992
20 Clunch, July 1983
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T

he single track line became double as it passed through Burwell station, with a platform on the
south side just over 100 yards [100m] long, a small waiting room in the centre of it, and a twostorey signal box at the west end. A slightly longer platform stood on the north side with a full
complement of station buildings including waiting room and station-master’s house attached; this was
situated towards the east end of the platform, in the shadow of the bridge which carried the main road
into the village. Inside were toilets and ticket office and to the front an ornate canopy
over the platform. To the west end on this side of the double track were goods
yard, storage buildings, cattle pens and sidings - again, just over
100 yards [100m] long.21 These were well used for the
considerable traffic of fruit and vegetables, horses and cattle

21 The Mildenhall Branch, Peter Paye
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Views of Burwell station in the 1930’s
Far left: looking left along the Mildenhall
platform, towards the east
Left: looking across at the Cambridge platform, to
the south east
Bottom left: looking down on the waiting room
and station cottages from the railway bridge
Bottom right: looking west as a train approaches
the Mildenhall platform
Photos: Grainger Collection (Camb Coll.)

which were ‘exported’ from the village. In the
1920’s children would earn extra pocket money by
taking fruit in round skips to the station where the
rail authorities paid them “a small porterage fee.”22
During the Second World War [1939 - 1945],
Ridgeons, the Cambridge Builders’ Merchants,
kept a wood store here - wood was a scarce and
valuable commodity at this time because of the
lack of imports, and was distributed for safety at
various locations throughout the county.23

22 Donald Allen, Clunch, Jan 1992
23 James Badcock, Memories of the Second World War, ibid.
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T

he first stationmaster here was William Howard - in fact, he held the position for some
30 years. It was a sign of his popularity that, about mid-way through his long term:
“several of the inhabitants of Burwell and neighbourhood, being desirous of showing their
appreciation of the services of Mr William Howard, who has fulfilled the duties of stationmaster of the Great Eastern Railway station, Burwell, for 17 years, presented him during last
week with a purse of money on the occasion of his recent marriage.”24

The last stationmaster here, Reg Gates, also held the job for a long time, from 1939 - 1962.
Between the two, the job was held by William Wybren, James Davies, Bernard Green and
Arthur Allen.25 Well-known figures here in the mid-20th Century were signalmen Nelson
Saunders and ‘Kite’ Wells.

Nelson
Saunders
outside the
Burwell
signalbox.
Photo:
Grainger
Collection
(Camb.Coll.)

The station was kept in good order - in fact, it won a number of ‘Best Kept Station’ awards.
In the 1930’s the word ‘Burwell’ was dug out of the earth opposite the station house, and
replaced with whitewashed stones. This had to be removed when the war began, as it would
have shown up too clearly from the air,26 but the buildings and splendid flower garden were
still well cared for. John Fuller, Burwell-born artist and illustrator, describes the atmosphere
here in 1945:
“After buying my ticket I crossed the lines and took up my position on the Cambridge
platform from where I watched Mr [Nelson] Saunders tending the flower beds, which were
then as much part of our country station as was the signal box. The train eventually appeared
and took an age to travel the mile-long straight on the approach to the station . . . swayed and
rattled across the points coming to a stop, as always, just feet from where the platform sloped
down to the forbidden area of greasy cables, rails and granite chippings . . . Mr Wells came
down from the signal box and approached the footplate. Mr Saunders leaned on his hoe in
the middle of his prize-winning garden and Mr Gates, resplendent in station master’s cap,
surveyed the scene from the ticket office door way.”27

24 Cambridge Independent Press, 10th May, 1901
25 By Rail to Mildenhall, Peter Turner
26 Mrs Gates (née Wells), Clunch, Nov 1994
27 Fuller’s View From The Attic, John Fuller
Background: wagons in the sidings at Burwell station. Photo: Camb. Coll.
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A few years earlier, during the war, sometime over the weekend of June 12th - 14th, 1942, the
Royal Train passed through Burwell station, as King George VI and Queen Elizabeth came to
visit Newmarket races and to observe the land reclamation scheme in Burwell Fen. Nelson
Saunders is reported to have spotted the King reading a newspaper as the train passed.28

B

efore the Second World War, the Cambridgeshire Regional Planning Report of 1934 had
described the line as “an asset of considerable importance to the region”, but by the late
1950s it had gone into decline. In 1958, small - and rather uncomfortable! - diesel railbuses
were introduced with only 56 seats and although - due mainly to reliability problems and
difficulty obtaining spare parts - they were later replaced by larger diesel units, it was obvious
that not enough traffic was being generated on the line for the company, now British Rail, to
justify keeping it open. A survey conducted in 196129 included 50 interviewees from Burwell:
while none of these claimed to be regular users, 48% classed themselves as occasional users,
and 52% as non-users. Interestingly, the survey reported that this distribution of use was the
same throughout the village, regardless of proximity to the station, but indicated nonetheless
that the railway was not by this time regarded as a vital amenity.

On the 9th and 13th of June, 1962, Cambridge University Railway Club ran ‘specials’ on the
line, with the members taking turns at driving the trains “under supervision”!30 The last
scheduled passenger service on the line passed through Burwell on June 16th. Goods traffic
continued for two more years from Cambridge to Mildenhall until 10th July, 1964, and one
more year after that from Burwell to Fordham only, until 19th April, 1965. The only person
really troubled by the closure, according to one writer, was “a Fish Merchant, who now had
to collect direct from Fordham station.”31

The station buildings had virtually all their fixtures and fittings taken down and removed in
June 1962, immediately after the last passenger train had passed, and were completely
demolished 5 years later in October 1967. The land on which they stood was sold to the Box
Factory next door. Thus ended almost 80 years of the railways in Burwell.

Many branch lines around the country were closed at about this time under what was known
as the ‘Beeching Plan’ after the then Minister of Transport, Dr. Beeching. Many people now
- as then - regret their passing. For a time, the Burwell & District bus company ran a
replacement service by road, and until the late 1970’s still maintained a route between
Cambridge and Isleham. However, congestion on the roads being what it is, and the dangers
of pollution from vehicle exhaust, many Local Authorities, including those in Cambridge and
Cambridgeshire are now considering reopening such railway lines as still exist. Unfortunately,
this will not be possible for the Cambridge - Mildenhall line, as the track has gone, and so
much of the track bed disposed of for other uses.

28 Win Hancock, Clunch, May 1977
29 quoted in The Cambridge to Mildenhall Railway Line: Was Its Closure Justified?, Peter Turner
30 Paye, op. cit.
31 Peter Turner, The Cambridge to Mildenhall Railway Line: Was Its Closure Justified?
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A

lmost nothing remains today to indicate the presence of this - at one time - busy village
station, the bridge, or the tracks themselves. Concerns over the safety of the bridge were
again expressed soon after the closure of the line: in March, 1967, the press reported that “the
weight of some lorries using the railway bridge in Swaffham Road is causing the Parish
Council some anxiety.”32 Councillors had written to British Rail asking if it was safe for 20ton lorries to cross, when road signs indicated a limit of 7 tons. They were told that the
strength of the bridge had been reassessed, and was capable of taking loads up to 21 tons.
Nevertheless, the campaign continued to have the bridge - in fact, all bridges over disused
railways lines - “either removed or maintained in good repair.”33 A few months later the Parish
Council chairman claimed again that the bridge was in “a very dangerous condition . . . under
the arch the bricks are crumbling away,” and “the cement holding them together is falling
out.”34 Nevertheless, it remained standing for some 6 years, until July, 1973, when it was
expensively removed. As the Newmarket Journal succinctly put it in a back-page headline:
“£61,000 Cures Bridge Problem.”35 The next bridge along the line, over which the Burwell
- Exning road passes, still remains, after a fashion. In October, 1986, it was found to be
unsafe, and a single-line traffic restriction was put into operation until repair works could be
undertaken in February - March, 1987. Despite a 700-signature petition for it “to be
flattened,” the County Council, due to take over responsibility for the bridge from thenowners British Rail after the works were completed, stated that they were instead intending to
“fill in beneath the bridge with rubble and concrete before demolishing the centre brick arch
of the bridge.” The road was to be “rebuilt over what will then be an embankment,”36 and
this is the form in which it can be seen today. A third bridge, to the west of Burwell, just the
other side of the Devil’s Dyke, also still remains at the time of writing,37 crossed by the road
from Swaffham Prior to Reach.
32 Cambridge Evening News, March 29th, 1967
33 Cambridge Evening News, June 27th, 1967
34 Cambridge Evening News, August 25th, 1967
35 Newmarket Journal, Aug 2nd, 1973
36 Cambridge Evening News, Feb 26th, 1987
37 March, 1999

The goods siding at Burwell station, looking to the
north west from the railway bridge.
Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)
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I

f you walk a little way to your left, and look to the East, away from the station site, you can
just make out a straight, narrow gap in the tall trees, showing the line of the trackbed on its
way, via the neighbouring villages of Fordham and Isleham, to the terminus at Mildenhall in
Suffolk.

Ahead of you at this junction is Reach Rd, running past the front of the Box Factory to the
neighbouring village of Reach. Ahead and to the right, a small lane, Tan House Lane, leads
round into the village towards the rear of the church. To your left, in a southerly direction, is
Heath Road, leading out of the village towards Newmarket Heath and Exning. Up to the early
years of the 20th century, allotments stood on the corner of Swaffham Road and Heath Road.

The site of the station and railway bridge as it is now
(1999), looking east from approximately the position
of the Mildenhall (north) platform.

Looking north towards the village, from Heath Road,
with the former Box Factory in the centre.
Photos: A. Murkin

Heath Road
H

eath Road takes its slowly undulating course out of the village in the direction of
Newmarket Heath to the south. Originally, this would have been the road that linked
the village with the ancient Icknield Way (now the A505/A11/A1304) to the south: along the
main road to Cambridge, the neighbouring villages of Swaffham Prior and Swaffham Bulbeck
both have roads with the same name, function and appearance. Without a doubt, this area
was far busier and more important in the past than it is now. Formerly the division between
the mediaeval South Field and Ditch Field, aerial photography has shown crop and soil
markings indicating the presence of much older settlements here.

26

T

he first field on your left was given to the Parish Council in 1977 by Col. O’Callaghan,
who lived in the Manor house just round the corner in the High Street, and is known as
‘Margaret Field’ after the Colonel’s wife. Although the Parish Council had hoped to take it
over as soon as it was given to them, the existing tenancy agreement did not expire until
September, 1979. After this, the field was levelled and grassed, and ready for use. One of the
earliest events to take place there was a Mediaeval Fayre, held in 1980 to raise money for
Burwell Sports Hall. In 1981, although horses and cows were not allowed on it, the Parish
Council authorised sheep to be grazed there, being “just what the field required, as it would
provide free cutting, free fertilizer, and no damage would arise from hoof marks.”38 The
revived village carnival is held here, and continues to grow: a few years ago it took the parade
“more than an hour to travel around the village to Margaret Field, where stalls and sideshows
were set up.”39

Between here and the Heath which gives the road its name, are a number of farms to right
and left, a reminder that agriculture has been the principal occupation here from ancient times
to the present day. On many occasion the annual Burwell & District Ploughing Match has
been held in this area, which contains of “some of the best ploughing land in the district,”
according to a “non-competing expert” in 1965.40 Burwell has twice been granted the
distinction of hosting the British National Ploughing Championships: in October, 1980 - the
first time this event had been staged in this part of the country - and again in October, 1991.

The annual ploughing match has always been a feature of the village, since long before the
advent of the tractor. A contemporary report of such a match in December, 1849, on
“Crownwell farm” records the “ploughmen” and “masters” to whom prizes were awarded: £1
- a reasonable sum in those days - was paid to the winner James Green, working for a Mr
Smith, 15s [75p] to second-placed William Webb, working for Mr Bottom, 10s [50p] to
Joshua Bentley, working for Thomas Ball, and 5s [25p] to M. Bentley, working for Richard
Ball. The men ploughed half an acre each and the work was pronounced by the judges to be
“very excellent.” In the afternoon “a large body of farmers” dined at the White Horse, where
“a social evening was enjoyed, and some good addresses delivered,” and the ploughmen were
“regaled with a good dinner” at the Fox.41

Below: Looking south, in the early 1960’s: the box factory and railway station, open for goods traffic only at
this time, occupy the bottom right-hand corner of the picture. The railway line can be seen skirting the village
to the left, and Heath Road leads off into the distance ahead. Photo: Aerofilms, Ltd., Copyright Reserved.
38 Clunch, May 1981
39 Cambridge Evening News, 11th June, 1996
40 Cambridge News, 12th Nov, 1965
41 Cambridge Independent Press & News, 22nd, Dec, 1849

Above: Ploughing in an earlier age. Horse-drawn plough in the Broads (in the north of the village)
c. 1900. Photo: Camb. Coll.
Below: Winner of a ploughing match in the 1930’s Photo: Camb.Coll.

O

n your left, the first farm you come to is Gravel Pit Farm. The Gravel Pits which give
the farm its name are situated across the fields behind the farm. They are marked ‘Old’
Gravel Pits, even on the 1886 Ordnance Survey map. At the time of the enclosure of the large
common fields in the early 19th century, they were designated as a ‘parish pit’, meaning that
material from them could be used any local landowner.

In July, 1875, a Vestry meeting, precursor of the Parish Council, was held to consider an offer
by Charles Rayne of Newmarket, then owner of the farm, to buy the pits. After examining
the terms under which the enclosures were made - they were authorised by an Act of
Parliament - it was found that “the Parish Pit in question was allocated to the proprietors of
the lands in the parish for their own private use, as well as for the repairs of highways.” The
parish, therefore, had no right to sell the pits, but were of the opinion that “an equitable
exchange of land” might be acceptable to the Parliamentary Commissioners responsible for
enclosures.42 Nothing further is mentioned in the records until the meeting of March 26th,
1891, when the Vestry agreed to sell “the exhausted Gravel Pit . . . to Mr Charles Morbey at
a sum of money not less than £200.”43

42 Burwell Vestry Minute Book, July 29th, 1875
43 Burwell Vestry Minute Book

B

elow and to the right, across the
fields, you can see Warbraham Farm.
One of the most interesting agricultural
buildings in the village stands in the yard
here, a timber-framed barn, dating from
the 18th century. It has not always
occupied its present position: in fact, it
was built some miles away, down the
village, and is believed to have stood close
to the river, probably associated with
water-borne trade.
When business
declined there in the 19th Century, it was
dismantled and moved to its present
location. The original thatched roof has
been replaced by galvanised sheets, and
the barn has been preserved and
maintained in excellent condition by
successive generations of tenants at the
farm.44

44 Inventory of Historical Monuments; conversation
with tenant, David King

The barn at Warbraham Farm
Top left: looking south
Top right: looking north

Far left and above:
2 views inside the barn, showing the wooden frame construction
Left: the barn at Warbraham Farm, from Heath Road
Photos: A. Murkin

Map 6: detail from a 17th Century map showing a large number of roads or
tracks crossing the area between the village and Newmarket Heath.
Most of these no longer exist, but many can be identified in aerial
photographs. The following items are identically numbered on the map
above and the aerial photograph on the next page, taken in 1982:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

O

Devil’s Dyke
Track leading away from the present line of Swaffham Road
Continuation of the track, visible now as a line of trees
Track leading south west towards Heath Road
Line of track formerly linking High Street and Newmarket Road
Line of former road to Exning

n the left, a little further along, is Springhead Farm. Behind the farm, on the higher
ground, is the site which may have been the meeting-place of the Staploe Hundred - a
political division from late Saxon times onwards, which was larger than a parish, but smaller
than a county.

Warbraham Farm, looking south east. This
type of circular soil-mark, referred to as a ‘ringditch’ by archaeologists, may indicate
habitation or burial by prehistoric (pre-Roman)
people in this area.
Photo: Cambridge University Collection of Air
Photographs. Copyright Reserved.

Staploe Hundred
I

n the mid 10th century, the system of local government was established, based on areas
called ‘Hundreds’, each of which consisted of a group of parishes and contained a meetingplace. This structure was first described in the 11th Century Domesday Book. Staploe
Hundred, whose meeting-place was in Burwell, also included 8 other parishes: Chippenham,
Fordham, Isleham, Kennett, Landwade, Snailwell, Soham and Wicken.

The name Staploe - recorded as ‘Staplehou’ in the Domesday Book - is (like the village name
Burwell) derived from two Old English words: stapol, a pillar, or platform raised on pillars,
and hoh, a spur of land - or perhaps the Old Norse word haughr, meaning a mound.45 This
suggests that at one time the site of the meeting-place may have been marked by a pillar.
The exact location of the Staploe Hundred meeting-place in Burwell is not known, and
certainly no pillar has been discovered. However, early 19th Century writers Daniel and
Samuel Lysons state that “a ‘balk’ [‘ridge left unploughed’] in Burwell Field is called Staploe
balk”46, and the road leading to it is frequently mentioned as the ‘via de Stapelhoue’ (‘Staploe
Way’). A grant of land in Exning made in 1198 was said to lie close to this road, which
suggests that it must be situated to the south of the village.47
The precise route of Staploe Way is not known either, but a 19th century inventory of land
occupied by William Fuller, which appears to be ordered according to its proximity to the
village, mentions “two blocks of land near Staploe Way” towards the end of the list, also
indicating that this road, and thus the meeting-place itself, were located to the south.48 Being
near the Icknield Way and its associated parallel tracks, particularly the ‘Street Way’, would
perhaps facilitate travel to and from the site - this would have been an important route in and
out of the village at this time, and other meeting-places in the region are similarly placed close
to ancient roads.
45 The Place Names of Cambridgeshire and the Isle of Ely, P.H. Reaney
46 Magna Britannia, 1808
47 Hundred and Wapentake Meeting-places of the Cambridgeshire Region, Audrey L. Meaney, CAS 82
48 Meaney, op. cit.

Photo: Cambridge University
Collection of Air Photographs.
Copyright Reserved.
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O

ne writer interprets the evidence for the exact location of the road and the meeting-place
in this way49: one of William Fuller’s fields, referred to above, was said to be “on the
heath side of Staploe Way (i.e. to the south-east), near Sandpitt Way”. Sandpitt Way is shown
on a map of Burwell dated 1806, “running south-east from Burwell village towards the present
site of Gravel Pit Farm [in Heath Road]” and, presumably, Staploe Way ran at right-angles to
it. On the 1810 draft for the first Ordnance Survey map of the area just such a road is shown,
running north-east to south-west from Exning to the Devil’s Dyke, passing to the south of
Gravel Pit Farm. Just inside the eastern boundary of Burwell parish, this road ran across a
patch of higher ground, which may have been the ‘hoh’ after which Staploe was named. This
site is located a few hundred metres to the North East of Springhead Farm, off Heath Road.50

49 op. cit.
50 op. cit.

Map 7: The area at the southern end of
Heath Road, now the limit of Burwell Parish.

Opposite page: the A14 from the Devil’s Dyke footbridge, 1980.
Photo: Author’s Collection
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A

t the bottom of the road, as it turns sharp left towards Exning, stood for some 50 years a
pair of aircraft hangars, a reminder of the use to which Newmarket Heath - “one of the
most interesting wartime airfields in East Anglia”51 was put in the Second World War [1939 1945]. The concrete areas which surrounded the hangars are still visible, and one of them still
remains.

Site of the two aircraft hangars, formerly part of R.A.F. Newmarket Heath, looking east from
Heath Road. One originally stood on the concrete area in the foreground. Photo: A.Murkin

O

riginally, Heath road ran directly to the heath itself, but now this means of approach is
cut off by the dual carriageway A14 (formerly A45) trunk road, and in a car one must
leave by way of Exning to the east. A track leads to the west, alongside the noisy A14, by
which walkers and cyclists may approach the Devil’s Dyke. This track follows approximately
the line of the ancient Street Way, associated with the Icknield Way. To the right, the ‘buffer
zone’ of mown grass, with sheep fencing around it, can be seen between the farmed land and
the Dyke. The track continues to Heath Road, Swaffham Prior, while steps lead up to the
footpath running along the top of the Devil’s Dyke.
To the left, a footbridge takes the pathway across the A14 onto the Heath; a further gap in the
Dyke here, the ‘Running Gap’, was created to allow racehorses to pass. On the far side of this
gap, the Dyke commences again, and it is possible to see down the course towards the
grandstand, which stood here until 1998. In 1990, thieves caused the footbridge to be closed
temporarily, by stealing the valuable aluminium railings. Several tons of aluminium, worth
“at least £1000 a ton” were taken.52

51 Action Stations: 1. Wartime Military Airfields of East Anglia, 1939 - 1945, Michael J.F. Bowyer
52 Cambridge Evening News, April 20th, 1990

Newmarket Heath
N

ewmarket Heath may seem to have no connection at all with Burwell, especially since
the village is now firmly separated from it by the dual carriageway A14 (formerly A45),
or ‘Newmarket Bypass’. However, right up until the boundary changes of 1992 a considerable
part of the Heath lay within the parish of Burwell - including the famous Rowley Mile and
grandstand of Newmarket Racecourse - and before the A14 was cut along its edge it was easily
reached at the end of Heath Road. In earlier times this route out of the village was of the
greatest importance as it linked ‘High Town’ (the part of the village between Pound Hill and
St Mary’s church) with the ancient Icknield Way, and thus connected Burwell to the rest of
Britain.

The main route of the Icknield Way in this area is now followed by the A505/A11/A1304
from Newmarket to Royston, but there were several lesser tracks which ran parallel to it across
the Heath. Known as the Street Way, it is visible in this area as a series of lanes from Great
Wilbraham to Newmarket, changing tack as it crosses the various parish boundaries on the
way, owing to rearrangements during the late 18th century/early 19th century enclosures.
The lanes are not themselves prehistoric trackways, but the remains of a “broad zone of
communication” up to 5 1/2 miles wide, used by all from prehistoric times onwards.53 The
Street Way crossed the parish of Burwell at the southern end of Heath Road, following the
line of the modern day road leading north-east towards Exning and, to the south-west, the
track leading towards the Devil’s Dyke, and the ends of Swaffham Prior and Swaffham
Bulbeck Heath Roads.54

53 The Cambridgeshire Landscape, Christopher Taylor
54 Victoria County History
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B

ronze Age barrows [burial mounds] have been found here, particularly in the extreme
north-east corner of the Heath, close to the A14 and the section of Heath Road which
runs towards Exning. The term barrow, derived from Old English (or earlier) beorg or beorge,
means ‘mound of earth’. Although not prominent now, on the chalk-lands here, newly raised
round barrows would have been a striking white. Excavation elsewhere in the country has
shown their ditches were usually vertically-sided, suggesting that they were originally “drumlike structures revetted with chalk blocks”. The “infilled, gently-contoured ditches and bowllike mounds” we see today are the result of weathering: a chalkland barrow could have reached
“more or less its present form within one person’s lifetime, and many large undamaged round
barrows may be only some 15 per cent less than their original height, despite denudation.”55
From the 10th century onwards Burwell was the centre of the Staploe Hundred - or local
Council - and the meeting place of the Hundred was sited close to the Heath, presumably for
ease of communication.

T

here is some evidence that the Heath was used in the Middle Ages for jousting
tournaments - at least, King Edward II [1307 - 1327] is recorded as issuing a number of
proclamations banning them between 1309 and 1313. One such, dated 17th January, 1313
reads:
“The King to his beloved Dukes, Barons Knights and all other men-at-arms about to meet for
a tournament at Newmarket on this coming Sunday. We firmly forbid you, under penalty of
forfeit of all that you possess, holding a tournament, jousting, seeking ‘knightly adventures’ or
exercizing any feats of arms, without our licence, on that day, at Newmarket or elsewhere
within our realm.”56

The purpose of this, of course, was not so much to prevent young noblemen from enjoying
themselves, but to lessen the likelihood of such events being used to organise armed
opposition to the King.
Later in the mediaeval period, it seems, travellers on the Heath were in some danger from
highwaymen and bands of robbers. In 1356, in the reign of Edward III [1327 - 1377], the
sheriffs of Cambridgeshire and Suffolk were ordered to make enquiries,
“touching grievous complaints that large numbers of felons and evildoers form unlawful
assemblies and roam about on Newmarket Heath and the vicinage, hold the passes there and
commit innumerable homicides, robberies and other misdeeds on those passing through those
parts.”57

In 1371, a highwayman, William Wakkyng, “commonly called Bedel,” confessed to having
robbed, with four others, sixteen “fysshers” of 100 shillings in gold and silver on “le
Newemarketheth.”58 Nor do things seem to have improved by the 16th Century, when
Elizabethan writer Thomas Nashe wrote in 1592:
“Thanks be to God I am vacuus viator [an empty handed traveller] and care not though I meet
the Commissioners of Newmarket Heath [responsible for arresting highwaymen] at high
midnight for any crosses, images or pictures that I carry about me more than needs.”59

Facing Page:
A view of the Heath,
looking to the south east
towards the grandstand
from the Devil’s Dyke.
Photo: A. Murkin

55 Paul Ashbee, British Archaeology, Issue 32, March 1998
56 quoted in Newmarket, Mediaeval and Tudor, Peter May
57 May, op. cit.
58 May, op. cit.
59 May, op. cit.
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Even as late as 1870, a newspaper reports:
“On Monday evening between 7 and 8 o’clock, a post-boy in a returned post-chaise belonging
to Mr Warren of Newmarket, was stopped by a footpad on Newmarket-heath; who first
pretended that he wanted to ride, then opened the chaise door and demanded the boy’s
money, which being refused, he immediately fired a pistol at him, loaded with small shot, a
great number of which lodged in his head and face, and wounded him in a dreadful manner.
- The villain was a middle-sized young man, had on a brown frock with close sleeves, a small
round rimmed hat without loops, and wore his own hair.”60

N

ewmarket Heath is probably best-known, however, for the horse-racing which takes
place here, and the town of Newmarket is world-renowned for this sport. Most of the
racing stables and studs have always been in Suffolk - as has the town itself - but the famous
racecourse was almost entirely in Cambridgeshire, mostly in the parish of Burwell, but also
partly in Swaffham Prior and Swaffham Bulbeck. Although hunting and other equestrian
pursuits had been popular on the Heath in the late 16th century, racing began early in the
following century, the first recorded race, “for a gold cup, being in 1634.”61 According to one
writer, this form of amusement “seems to have come in with the Stuart Dynasty. James I
(1603 - 1625) is said to have inaugurated the sport.” James had a hunting-box on the Heath,
“in which his unhappy son [Charles I (1625 - 1649)] was afterwards imprisoned for a while
by the victorious army of the Commonwealth.”62
After the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, the new king, Charles II (1660 - 1685),
became very fond of horse-racing. He instituted the ‘Town Plate’ race, and, having won it
twice himself, remains the only English monarch to have ridden a winner on the Flat.63
60 Cambridge Chronicle, 28th April, 1870
61 Inventory of Historical Monuments, Vol II
62 Rev. Edward Conybeare, Highways and Byways of Cambridge and Ely
63 The Explorer’s Guide to Newmarket and Surrounding Countryside

The old grandstand on the Rowley Mile, now
demolished, in the early 1960’s. Photo: Aerofilms Ltd.

T

he historian Macaulay described the scene on the Heath at the time of a race meeting
during this period:
“It was not uncommon for the whole Court and Cabinet to go down there . . . Jewellers and
milliners, players and fiddlers, venal wits and venal beauties, followed in crowds . . . In the
places of public resort peers flirted with maids of honour, and officers of the Life Guards, all
plumes and gold lace, jostled with professors in trencher caps and black gowns . . . With lords
and ladies from St James’s and Soho, and with doctors from Trinity College and King’s
College, were mingled the provincial aristocracy, fox-hunting squires and their rosy-cheeked
daughters, who had come in queer-looking family coaches, drawn by cart-horses, from the
remotest parishes of three or four counties to see their Sovereign . . . Racing was only one of
the many amusements of that festive season. On fine mornings there was hunting. For those
who preferred hawking, choice falcons were brought from Holland. On rainy days the cockpit was encircled by stars and blue ribbons . . . The Heath was fringed by a wild, gypsy-like
camp of vast extent.”64

64 quoted in Conybeare, op. cit.

Facing Page and Above: Racing on Newmarket Heath. Photos: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)
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L

ater, in the early 1720’s, Daniel Defoe (best known as the author of Robinson Crusoe)
visited the Heath at the time of a race meeting, but was distinctly unimpressed:
“Being come to Newmarket in the month of October, I had the opportunity to see the horseraces; and a great concourse of the nobility and gentry, as well from London as from all parts
of England; but they were all so intent, so eager, so busy upon the sharping part of the sport,
their wagers and bets, that to me they seem’d just as so many horse-coursers in Smithfield,
descending (the greatest of them) from their high dignity and quality, to picking one another’s
pockets, and biting one another as much as possible, and that with such eagerness, as that it
might be said they acted without respect to faith, honour or good manners . . . I was so sick
of the jockeying part, that I left the crowd about the posts, and pleased my self with observing
the horses . . . Here I fansy’d myself in the Circus Maximus at Rome, seeing the antient games,
and the racings of the chariots and horsemen; and in this warmth of my imagination I pleas’d
and diverted myself more and in a more noble manner, than I could possibly do in the crowds
of gentlemen at the weighing and starting posts, and at their coming in; or at their meetings
at the coffee-houses and gaming-tables after the races were over.”65

Map 8: Newmarket Heath, based on a 17th Century map,
showing the position of the gaps in the Devil’s Dyke and the
former Burwell Tollhouse

65 Tour Through England and Wales
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T

here are four large gaps in the Dyke as it passes across the Heath towards the Newmarket
- London road [A1304]. The first, and largest, is about 100 metres long, and is known
as the ‘Running Gap’ - the ‘Beacon Course’, part of Newmarket Racecourse, passes through
it. Traces of the bank and ditch of the Dyke show that it was not an original gap: it may have
been cut in the 17th century, when the Beacon Course was laid out, but the ancient trackway,
the Street Way, now a series of green lanes, heads towards this gap, so it may be very much
older.
The second break in the Dyke, known as the King’s Gap in the 18th century, and now known
as the Stable Gap, is unexplained as to its age and purpose: there is a 20 metre gap in the Dyke,
where the bank is flattened and the ditch filled in, but for another 40 metres south the top
2.5 - 3 metres of the bank has been pushed into the ditch, creating a flat-topped platform just
under a metre high and 15 metres wide.

The third gap, now blocked up, was known as the Well Gap, after a well which formerly
existed nearby, and the fourth, which still exists, is called the Cambridge Gap. Both were
about 30 metres wide when first cut, then later narrowed to the width of a footpath and
provided with gates to prevent avoidance of Turnpike Tolls.66 An entry in the minutes of the
November, 1766 meeting of the Newmarket Heath Turnpike Trust shows a plan for “part of
the Cambridge side of the Devil’s Ditch about the middle thereof to be dug and thrown into
the ditch to make an ascent of about 3 ft [1m] where necessary to prevent traffic evading the
toll gate.” This may refer to the work done at one of these gaps.
66 Minutes of Newmarket Heath Turnpike Trust, 1763 - 77,
quoted in Inventory of Historical Monuments

A view of Newmarket Heath from the Devil’s Dyke during the rebuilding of the Rowley Mile
grandstand. Photo: A. Murkin
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The original plans for the Burwell Tollhouse by the
Devil’s Dyke on the A1304, near Newmarket.
(County Records Office, Shire Hall, Cambridge)
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T

he line of the Turnpike itself followed
the line of the modern Newmarket Cambridge/London road along the
southern edge of the Heath, the former
boundary of the Parish of Burwell, and a
toll gate was situated here, by the Dyke.
In February, 1870, as the Turnpike Trust
was being wound up, arrangements were
made for the “Devil’s Ditch Toll-house in
Burwell” to be sold to the Jockey Club for
£80.67 The Levitt family are recorded as
living here, in the Burwell volume of the
1881 Census, and a boundary stone still
standing here - which looks as though it
was at some time adapted for use as a
milestone - is clearly marked ‘BURWELL
PARISH’.

F

rom 1939, when R.A.F. Newmarket
Heath occupied the course, racing was
suspended for several years, although a
number of ‘substitute’ classics were staged The milestone on the Newmarket - London road,
here during the war years. In June, 1942, close to the Devil’s Dyke. Despite the later
the King was present to see his horse win addition of numbers and the words ‘London’ and
the Oaks. When a later meeting took ‘Newmarket’, which were painted on, the original
place in April, 1944, considerable help was wording ‘Burwell Parish’ can still be seen, carved
given to the stewards of the Jockey Club into the stone. Photo: A. Murkin
[controllers of racing at Newmarket] by
the R.A.F. in keeping the Heath clear of
trespassers and facilitating the arrival of the horses. Four Stirling bombers were diverted to
the Heath on the second day of racing due to bomb damage to their base, Mepal, near Ely.68

H

orses have always been of interest to Burwell people, both for work and pleasure.
William Heffer - founder of the well-known Cambridge firm which bears his name - was
born in the village in 1843, delivered parcels to neighbouring villages with a donkey and cart
in his youth, and spent time in Yorkshire as apprentice to a racing stable before returning here
at the age of 20. Although he had moved to Cambridge by the time he started the firm in
1876, he loved, in later years, to drive to Newmarket, and when passing the Heath would
“draw attention to the thoroughbreds exercising, exclaiming on their proud carriage and
condition.”69

67 Minutes of Newmarket Heath Turnpike Trust
68 John Hamlin, The Royal Air Force at Newmarket
69 William Heffer, 1843 - 1928, Sidney Heffer

R.A.F. Newmarket Heath
T

owards the end of the First World War, in late 1917, the Heath began to be used by the
R.F.C. [Royal Flying Corps] and was a base for two training squadrons from this time,
through April 1918, when the R.F.C. amalgamated with the Royal Naval Air Service to form
the R.A.F. [Royal Air Force]. At least one squadron, No. 192, remained until May, 1919.70

After the war, wealthy racegoers regularly flew in here, and the then Prince of Wales landed
here in 1935 on his way to the Jubilee Review at Mildenhall.71

It was no surprise, therefore, that plans were made to occupy the area when war began in
1939. In fact, it was on September 2nd of that year, the day before war was declared, that 99
Squadron, a squadron of Wellington bombers, arrived - seemingly unannounced - from
nearby Mildenhall. The Clerk of the Race Course, Mr Marriott, is said to have been observed
“coming from his house . . . waving his stick in protest at the intrusion.”72

70 Suffolk Airfields in the Second World War, Graham Smith
71 Bowyer, op. cit.
72 Hamlin, op. cit.
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H

orse Racing, of course, was now suspended, since the whole racecourse to the west of the
Dyke - which lay within the parish of Burwell - was taken over, including the
Grandstand, which originally served as dormitory and canteen for the men; only a few new
buildings such as pill-boxes [concrete defensive bunkers], guardroom and sleeping quarters
were put up during the first few years of the war. Air-raid shelters were dug, and imitation
hedges were painted on the grass to simulate small fields. At first, of course, there were no
special canteen or sleeping quarters at all, with airmen and mechanics sleeping “wherever
space and shelter could be found.”73 Some were put up in the Grandstand, “sleeping on
mattresses in any odd corner - under staircases and in the Long Bar. Meals were taken in a
canteen set up in the Grandstand basement.”74
The first operation flown from the Heath - via Mildenhall, where a stop was made for crew
briefing - was a leaflet raid over Hanover, and reconnaissance of Bremen and Wilmershaven.
This took place on the night of September 8th - 9th, 1939. Although quite a bit of leafletdropping - or ‘nickelling’, as it was known - was done, the squadron’s primary task was to
make ‘search and destroy’ raids on enemy warships in the North Sea.75
Once it had been occupied by the Air Force, the Heath became a target of enemy action. The
notorious wartime traitor, William Joyce, who broadcast in English as ‘Lord Haw Haw’ on an
enemy radio station, had threatened that 99 Squadron would be visited - and they were: there
were bombing raids in October 1940, and January and February 1941, the latter attack being
the most serious, resulting in two casualties and damage to three planes.

73 Each Tenacious, Sqdrn Ldr A.G. Edgerley
74 Edgerley, op. cit.
75 Edgerley, op. cit.

Above: A Wellington bomber of 99 Squadron, c. 1941
Facing Page: RAF Newmarket Heath from the air, looking north, early in the Second World War,
before the commencement of an extensive building programme. The Newmarket - London road is
in the foreground; the Devil’s Dyke crosses the top left hand corner of the picture, and the bottom
of Heath Road can be seen in the top centre. The two hangars had not yet been constructed here.
Photos: RAF Museum, Hendon.
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or the first 18 months of the war, only the Wellington bombers were stationed here, but
from early 1941 onwards a variety of different aircraft came and went, including Stirling
bombers and, in July 1942, the first prototype of a jet fighter undergoing trials, the Gloster
F9/40, which was to develop later into the Gloster Meteor.

The trials for this new aircraft were conducted in great secrecy, and it was guarded throughout
by Army - not R.A.F. - Police, who “steadfastly ordered passing R.A.F. personnel to ‘look the
other way’!”76 A fifth prototype made history on May 28th, 1942, by completing the first
cross-country flight by a jet aircraft in the UK, from Newmarket Heath to its new base at
Barford St. John, Oxfordshire.

The Gloster F9/40 which
made the historic first crosscountry jet flight from RAF
Newmarket Heath, Burwell,
in 1942, now on display in
the museum at RAF Cosford.
Photo: A. Murkin

A

fter March, 1941, when it came under the control of Stradishall, Newmarket Heath
became involved in clandestine operations mounted on behalf of the Special Operations
Executive. This involved dropping supplies and agents over enemy territory, as well as picking
up “agents, politicians, resistance leaders and escaping airmen.”77 The aircraft used for these
highly dangerous missions - 138 Squadron’s Westland Lysanders - were painted entirely black,
with no squadron markings or serial numbers which might show up in the dark. When 138
Squadron left, after flying over 50 of these secret missions, a new squadron, No. 161, was
formed at Newmarket Heath by the Special Intelligence Service - otherwise known as M.I.6
- to continue their work.
76 Bowyer, op. cit.
77 Suffolk Airfields in the Second World War, Graham Smith
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n April 1st, 1943 - the 25th birthday of the R.A.F. - Newmarket Heath became an R.A.F.
station in its own right, with Wing Commander Lane D.F.C. as temporary commanding
officer. He was shortly followed by Group Captain K.M. Wasse D.F.C. Major construction
work now began, and in the course of the next year an extensive assortment of buildings,
including 6 large hangars, was erected, with aircraft hardstandings, all linked by concrete
roadways. Most of the development took place on the Heath itself, but some of the buildings
stretched over to the Burwell side of the line of the present A14 - across and to the north of
the road which now runs from the end of Heath Road into Exning. For over 50 years after
the end of the war in 1945, two ‘Type B1 Bellman hangars’ were still in use as storage units
for the Cardboard Box factory at the other end of Heath Road, in the village; the concrete
surface of the aircraft taxiing area and adjacent bomb store can still be seen here.

Newmarket Heath in the 1960’s, looking north towards the bottom of Heath Road. Both Bellman
hangars can be seen, together with some of the concrete roadways which linked them and the main
part of the airfield, which lay further to the south. The modern day A14 runs left to right just to
the south of the T-junction here, where Heath Road meets the Swaffham - Exning road.
Photo: Aerofilms Ltd.
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he main runway itself, running in an east - west direction, was grass, and was - for its time
- exceptionally long, at 7500ft [2.3km]. At one stage, it was the longest grass runway in
the country. Two rather shorter landing strips ran south-east - north-west (5400ft [1.6km]),
and north-east - south-west (4800ft [1.46km]). As several pilots were to discover, the Devil’s
Dyke constituted “a very tangible hazard to flying operations.”78 On one occasion, a Stirling
bomber, taking off for a mine-laying operation near Bordeaux, lifted off a fraction late, clipped
the top of the Dyke, and ruptured its oil tank: one of the engines seized and the plane came
to earth, setting off two of the mines in “one of the mightiest explosions heard in the area.”79
78 Hamlin, op. cit.
79 Bowyer, op. cit

Photos: Crouch
(Courtesy of the Imperial War Museum:
CH3177 [Top]; CH3175 [Bottom])

In July, 1941, the young King Peter of Yugoslavia (2nd from the right, above) made a visit of inspection to a
Cambridgeshire airfield, identified as Newmarket in the contemporary notes accompanying these two photographs from the
collection of the Imperial War Museum, London. Stirling bombers of the type shown below were certainly flown from
R.A.F. Newmarket Heath, and 7th Squadron, to whom this one belonged, did spend some time here in mid-1941 when
their home airfield at Oakington became temporarily waterlogged.
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ombing operations from Newmarket Heath ceased in June, 1943, and from this time
onwards it was used for training and development, and for large-scale diversions of aircraft
from other airfields. The variety of aircraft seen here increased during this time, and included
British Halifax and Lancaster bombers, and American B-17’s, B-24’s and B-26’s. In July of
that year, 541 personnel were based here, but with the arrival of the Bomber Development
Unit in September, this number practically doubled to 1,061; by December, 1943, numbers
had reached their wartime high of 1,138. Approximately a thousand people were based here
throughout most of 1944 - including W.A.A.F. [Women’s Auxiliary Air Force] personnel - but
by the end of January, 1945, only 659 remained. On February 25th, 1945, flying officially
ceased - one group only stayed until the next day when they were relocated to nearby R.A.F.
Snailwell.
This was by no means the end of R.A.F. Newmarket Heath: in March, 1945, a non-flying unit
arrived, with the job of retrieving aircraft and armament equipment, assessing their condition
and scrapping or re-issuing them. During their period of occupation of the site, personnel
numbers here reached their highest: 1,238 in January, 1946. In addition to this, a small
Prisoner of War camp was built on the Bomb Store site in the spring of that year, to house 40
P.O.W’s, who were found to be “very useful workers.”80 25 more arrived from Canada in
January, 1947, and the camp was moved to another location nearby. However, according to
one writer: “Prisoners then began to complain that they had not been politically segregated in
readiness for repatriation [the war had ended some 2 years previously in May, 1945], but this
was soon corrected, and the 20 prisoners remaining on July 17th were transferred to an Army
site elsewhere and their huts closed down.”81
The R.A.F. personnel remained until December 31st, 1947, when the station was finally
closed. A memorial to 99 Squadron, who occupied the Heath from the beginning of the war
in September 1939 until March 1941,82 stands against the perimeter wall of the racecourse
buildings, close to the Rowley Mile grandstand. The memorial itself, installed at a dedication
ceremony in September, 1985, incorporates a propeller from a Wellington bomber which,
returning from a raid, crashed in fog a few miles south of Wisbech during the night of the
11th/12th February, 1941.
80 Hamlin, op. cit.
81 Hamlin, op. cit.
82 Britain’s Military Airfields, 1939 - 45,
David J. Smith

The memorial to 99 Squadron, the first to
occupy RAF Newmarket Heath during the
Second World War. Photos: A. Murkin

Prehistoric Burwell
T

he Prehistoric period (i.e. before the coming of the Romans) is - as far as ancient man is
concerned - commonly divided into 3 stages, after the materials from which people made
tools, namely: Stone Age (up to about 1800 B.C.), Bronze Age (up to about 650 B.C.) and
Iron Age (up to 43 A.D., the year of the Roman invasion).
There are two common misconceptions about this period: firstly, that the country was only
sparsely populated; and secondly that society was very primitive, and isolated from
neighbouring lands on the Continent.

Of course, the period in question is extremely long, and includes the centuries when
settlement first began; but archaeological studies have shown that there were people living in
and around Burwell throughout the pre-Roman era, and that they have left their mark in a
number of places the area. The chalk uplands here, “suitable for pasture and settlement, with
perennial springs of pure water issuing from its lower slopes, forms the shore-line of the fen
teeming with fish and fowl; and the number and variety of the implements [found], especially
from Burwell . . . may indicate occupation all through the Neolithic Age.”83 The obvious
similarity of these items with others found on the continent of Europe also indicate that
“Britain in this period was in the full stream of Western culture.”84

N

o obvious signs, on the other hand, remain to tell us exactly where and how these people
lived. There are two reasons for this: permanent buildings or monuments were not
made of stone - there is no Stonehenge in Burwell for us to admire and study - and widespread
agriculture over a long period of time, with its cycle of sowing, harvesting and ploughing, has
obliterated what signs may have remained in fields of such evidence as burial mounds that preRoman peoples constructed in all parts of the country.
Furthermore, the sites which were occupied then must frequently have continued to be
occupied, and built over, by successive settlers, and opportunities to examine such places are
often limited. For example, areas around present-day churches are often among the longestoccupied sites: it would be difficult, though, to be afforded the opportunity to excavate sites
immediately adjacent to St. Mary’s church. Perhaps the most promising place is nearby Spring
Close: although now an empty meadow, containing only the earthworks of a Norman castle,
excavations have uncovered Roman remains beneath these. Perhaps, lower still, lie traces of
the earliest inhabitants of the village. The advent in recent times of aerial photography has
also made an enormous difference to our knowledge of these earlier times, since disturbances
of the soil made in the course of constructing dwellings, burial mounds and so on, as well as
the presence of other features underground, show up as contrasting marks or lines in the earth
- or even the crops as they grow. In this way dwellings and other features have been identified
whose presence was previously unsuspected.

83 Cyril Fox, Archaeology of the Cambridge Region
84 Fox, op. cit.
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Skeleton of an aurochs from Burwell Fen. Museum of Zoology, Downing Street, Cambridge. Photo: A. Murkin

E

vidence of wildlife from the Prehistoric period in Burwell comes principally from the Fen:
bones of such animals as the Irish elk, aurochs [primitive ox] and beaver have been
discovered here. Dr Charles Lucas describes a piece of bone which he had in his possession,
and which was identified by Professor W.L.H. Duckworth in 1929 as part of the vertebra of
a whale; Dr Lucas also reports that the whole skeleton of a whale had been found in the same
area by a Dr Garrood of Huntingdon.85 Professor Duckworth writes: “The discovery of such
animals as large Cetacea [whales] in the vicinity of Burwell is naturally calculated to excite
surprise.”86 Certainly, to the best of my knowledge, no whale has ever been sighted in the
Lode in modern times.

85 The Fenman’s World
86 quoted in Lucas, op. cit.

Stone Age
T

he Stone Age is usually divided into three eras: the Palaeolithic (c.40,000 - c. 7500 B.C.),
the Mesolithic (c.7500 - c.3500 B.C.), and the Neolithic (c.3000 - c.1800 B.C.), each of
which has its own characteristics of landscape and people.
The Palaeolithic period is the least-known, and our knowledge depends largely on chance
finds. The British Isles, as they are today, were still connected by land to the European
continent.
The Fenlands are particularly interesting in the Mesolithic period. Sea-levels rose and the
Channel and the North Sea prevented easy movement between Britain and the Continent.
The Fens then were about 30ft [9m] higher in relation to sea levels than they are now, the peat
and silt had scarcely started to form in the deepest parts, and slightly higher ground was dry
and open, providing “excellent sites for habitation” in contrast to the “inhospitable woodland
landscape of upland areas” - to the south of Burwell, for example.87

In both the above periods, the people are assumed to have been hunters: in the Paleolithic
period they may have relied more on big-game, and in the Mesolithic on smaller prey. It was
in the Neolithic period that agriculture - the growing of crops like wheat and barley, and the
domestication of cattle, sheep and pigs - first developed, and for the first time “Man could
influence the environment for his own ends and could make impressions on the landscape still
detectable today.”88 Burwell lay in the most densely populated part of Cambridgeshire in this
period, ideally placed along the southern edge of the Fens, but north of the hard-to-work,
forested areas of heavy clay soil. Newmarket Heath, in the south of the parish, is an example
of a landscape created by farmers, who took their first tentative steps towards agriculture in
the Neolithic period, and whose animals grazed the heathlands here.

M

eat was probably the most important element of the diet of Stone Age people: cereals
were also grown, in order to make bread and porridge. Some archaeologist have
suggested that barley was grown to make ale - perhaps for ritual purposes, rather than for
social drinking. It may have been believed to have “healing properties, or it was drunk to
reach a state of intoxication on special occasions such as funerals or other ceremonial
events.”89 The Egyptian method of beer-making, which may have been used in Britain, was
to mix part-germinated barley grains and water into barley cakes, and to bake the cakes in an
oven or hearth to complete the malting process. These cakes, when mixed again with water
and yeast, could be fermented into beer. This process might have been regarded as a “magical
transformation . . . as the beer ferments, it seems to come alive.”90

87 Alison Taylor, Prehistoric Cambridgeshire
88 Taylor, op. cit.
89 Merryn Dineley, British Archaeology, Issue 19, November 1996
90 British Archaeology, Issue 27, September 1997
Background: Skeleton of a beaver from Burwell Fen. Photo: A. Murkin
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t some time during the prehistoric period the Icknield Way became established as a means
of communication. It runs from North-east to South-west through the area, and follows
approximately the line of the modern A1304 from Newmarket, where it then follows the A11
and A505 to Royston and beyond.
The date of the Icknield Way’s creation, and the precise route it takes, are not known. The
poet Edward Thomas, who travelled most of its length , beginning at Thetford and ending in
Swindon, summed it up in this way:
“The Icknield Way is sufficiently explained as the chief surviving road connecting East Anglia
and the whole eastern half of the regions north of the Thames, with the west and the western
half of the south of England.”91

In other words, from Newmarket Heath to the south of Burwell parish, people of the preRoman age had ready access to the whole of the south and west of the country for the purposes
of trade and migration.
As for the name, there has been little agreement on this either: the general consensus of
opinion seems to relate it to the pre-Roman Iceni tribe, who lived in East Anglia. Local place
names such as Icklingham (Suffolk, between Bury St Edmunds and Mildenhall), Ickleton
(Cambs, north-west of Saffron Walden, East of Royston), Ickleford (Herts, near Hitchin) as
well as perhaps Kentford and Kentwell (Suffolk, near Newmarket) have been linked to the
passage of this ancient trackway.92
Another trackway, however, “runs parallel to it, a couple of miles to the North and West . . .
probably used as a ‘Summer’ road, when drier weather made it unnecessary to use the tedious
hill-top road.”93 Known in this area as ‘Street Way’, it passes through the parish at the
southern end of Heath Road. The name is interesting, since ‘Street’ was the name given by
the Anglo-Saxons to Roman roads, and ‘Way’ to more ancient roads: this suggests that Street
Way, while ancient in origin, was also used by the Romans.

91 The Icknield Way
92 Thomas, op. cit.
93 Jeffrey Barham, Cambridgeshire Early History

Below:
Skeleton of a beaver from Burwell Fen.
Museum of Zoology, Downing Street,
Cambridge.
Photo: A.Murkin
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r Charles Lucas pictures a “very fine specimen” of a Neolithic Chipped Flint Knife, and
a “rare specimen” of a Flint Scraper, with a ground and polished edge, both found in
Burwell Fen.94 A flint hammer found by workmen in a coprolite [phosphate nodule] washing
mill here was reported in 1862.95 The various Fens around Burwell, in fact, have provided a
rich supply of Stone Age artefacts: “Quantities of flint cores, waste flakes [left-overs from the
making of flint tools], flint axes, scrapers, burins and leaf-shaped or barbed-and-tanged arrowheads” have been found in Hallard’s Fen (between Burwell and Reach) for example, “as well
as a number of polished stone axes,” indicating that there was a settlement there during this
period.96 Some items from Burwell Fen can be found in the collections of the Ashmolean
Museum, Oxford, and the British Museum in London, as well as the local Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge. More than 50 axeheads from Burwell are held
in the Cambridge Museum’s collection, largely from the Fen: a roughed out flint axe is
currently97 on display,98 as well as two highly polished axeheads made from volcanic rock
quarried in Cumbria, and dated to about 3000 B.C. (presently in a special exhibition).

P

erhaps the most dramatic find, James Wentworth-Day tells us, “was that of the skull of Bos
primigenius, the aurochs [a primitive ox], dug up in Burwell Fen with a polished Neolithic
flint axe embedded in the forehead.”99 The axe is not thought to be a local product, but to
have come from Central Europe, perhaps via Brittany, indicating that travel and trade went
much further afield than might be supposed - indeed, it is easy to imagine that the rivers and
meres (lakes) of the Fens provided a practical, navigable link with other parts of Europe. The
discovery in Burwell Fen of “a grinding-slab of sandstone, associated with two axes of flint and
fragments of greenstone of the right shape and size for manufacture into axes, places these
speculations in their right perspective, showing as it does that axes of ‘foreign’ rock were made
in the district.”100 A number of these items are in the collection of the Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge; one of the pieces is described as having “a smooth
patch down the centre on both sides,” suggesting a use for polishing and sharpening.”101 On
display in the Sedgwick Museum of Geology, Cambridge, are the aurochs skull mentioned
above, as well as skeletons of otter, polar bear, wolf and deer from the prehistoric period, all
found in Burwell Fen; in the Museum of Zoology, likewise, are a beaver, and a complete
aurochs skeleton.
94 The Fenman’s World
95 C.C. Babington, CAS 2
96 Inventory of Historical Monuments
97 June, 1998
98 Case 31
99 A History of the Fens
100 Cyril Fox, Archaeology of the Cambridge Region
101 Catalogue, Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology,
Cambridge

Prehistoric finds from Burwell Fen
on display in the Sidgwick Museum of Geology,
Downing Street, Cambridge
Top right: Aurochs skull, with embedded Stone Age
flint axe.
Right: Skeleton of a wolf.
Far right: Skeleton of a polar bear.
Photos: A. Murkin
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t should be borne in mind that throughout most of this period the area of Burwell Fen and perhaps the whole of the Fen edge area - was heavily wooded. It was only when water
levels began to rise, perhaps as late as the Bronze or Iron Ages, that the trees were destroyed
and the peat-soiled wetlands were formed.
By the end of the Stone Age, in about 1800 B.C., it can be assumed that there were permanent
settlements in parts of what is now the parish of Burwell. For the most part they may have
been scattered farmsteads, but it is quite likely that modern farms or village houses stand on
these same sites.

Bronze Age
I

n Cambridgeshire, the Bronze Age is “in one aspect even more meagre and frustrating than
the Neolithic period”102, in that only one site of a dwelling from this period has been found
and excavated [Fengate, Peterborough].

In the Bronze Age, a new type of people arrived in the area. They are known as the ‘Beaker’
folk after a characteristic type of drinking-vessel they made. They were “tall, large and roundheaded, in contrast to the small-boned, long-headed Mediterranean-type Neolithic
peoples.”103 Apart from their use of metal, which further distinguishes them from their Stone
Age predecessors, they also introduced the custom of individual, rather than communal,
burials.

Mounds, known as barrows, were often raised over these burial sites, and many different kinds
of objects from the period are found within the barrows. Our knowledge of the Early and
Middle Bronze Age periods is drawn from the burial sites, which, apart from a few examples,
all “seem to have been poorly furnished” - i.e. contained few objects - and were “generally
badly excavated.”104

Cyril Fox lists three Bronze Age barrows in the parish of Burwell, all sited on Newmarket
Heath, just to the south of the A14 between Heath Road and Exning105; the Cambridgeshire
County Council Sites and Monuments Record shows 5 barrows in this area, on the north side
of the A14, directly to the east of Great Portland Farm. In addition, aerial photography has
revealed 5 further crop marks, described as ‘Ring Ditches’ in an area directly south of Great
Portland Farm, to the north and south of the A14.
102 Alison Taylor, Prehistoric Cambridgeshire
103 Taylor, op. cit.
104 Fox, op. cit.
105 op. cit.
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ne of the barrows described by Fox, which was destroyed in 1827, contained a Bronze
Age cremation burial; another, destroyed in 1885, contained two Bronze Age burials and
flint arrowheads, and a later, probably Saxon, burial. This custom of re-using barrows from
an earlier period was quite common. The exact site of the third barrow is not known. Three
are marked on the 1836 Ordnance Survey map as being “close to the Street Way . . . and 1000
or more yards north-east of the dyke”, according to Fox. This would be just south of the
bottom end of Heath Road. He notes that “several” in this location were destroyed in 1833.
The barrow contained a Bronze Age cremation burial, burnt bones and pieces of pottery.
Some of these were Bronze Age, but some were Roman.
According to Fox, Dr Charles Lucas of Burwell had in his possession a flint arrowhead from
a further barrow on Newmarket Heath, opened and destroyed in the 1880’s, which may have
been from the Bronze Age, if not earlier. No further information was forthcoming on the
“several skeletons” reported as found in the barrow, or the statement that “axes accompanied
the skeletons”.

Sites such as this, on higher ground, would be typical places chosen by Bronze Age people for
burial sites: they may or may not have lived in close proximity. Right in the centre of the
village, in 1861, a grave-digger uncovered a bronze axe, chisel and spearhead in St Mary’s
Churchyard, together with a piece of a copper ingot, which would have been used to make
such tools.106 Only the other day,” says Dr Lucas107, writing in 1930, “a very nice bronze
dagger was discovered in the Broads” - the edge of the Fen, in the extreme north of the village.
He also states that “in recent times bronze battleaxes, daggers, etc., have continually been
found, and this fact has given rise to the surmise that there was a Bronze age settlement in this
area.” There are more than 30 Bronze Age artefacts from Burwell in the Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge - and others from neighbouring Reach Fen. A
bronze socketed spearhead from the Broads is currently108 on display there.109

E

vidence of continuing occupation of Burwell Fen into the Bronze Age is also deduced
from objects, not themselves made of bronze, but probably of this period.110 Pictured in
Fox’s book are items retrieved from Burwell Fen: a deerhorn dagger and bone and stone tools,
perforated to allow the attachment of a handle. A 7.4 inch [18.5cm] dagger, now in the
collection of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge, is particularly
interesting. It was “ploughed out on the surface of a gravel ridge” in Burwell Fen, “between
the ‘Lake’ [the ditch, Black Lake] and Running Water Field.”111 The interest in this specimen
lay in the fact that it was only one of a series of Bronze Age implements which had been
ploughed off this gravel ridge at various times, leading archaeologists to conclude that “there
was some trackway along here in Bronze Age times.”112

106 Catalogue of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge
107 The Fenman’s World
108 June 1998
109 Case 33
110 Fox, op. cit.
111 T.C. Lethbridge & M. O’Reilly, CAS 30, 1927 - 1928
112 Lethbridge & O’Reilly, ibid.
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n 1941, during the draining of Adventurers’ Fen, a human skull was discovered, later dated
to about 1000 B.C. Its “first owner” was “thought perhaps to be a foreigner” on account
of the “unusually well-developed cranium.”113
Interestingly, a tiny hole in the skull was believed by some experts to be the earliest example
of trepanation they had met with in England.114 Trepanation is a surgical operation which
involves cutting or drilling a small hole in the skull. Although it has been advocated in
modern times as a method of obtaining a permanently heightened sense of well-being, or
‘high’, by increasing the flow of blood to the brain, it was observed on various islands in the
South Pacific in the late 19th/early 20th Centuries, and is routinely practised today in some
tribes of East Africa, where it is known to have been employed to treat skull fractures,
headaches, epilepsy, and even to release evil spirits. There is a great deal of evidence that the
procedure was in use as far back as the Stone Age: prehistoric surgical instruments for this
purpose have been found, as well as a remarkable number of skulls, such as the one from
Adventurer’s Fen, belonging to patients who evidently survived the operation. In some cases,
no readily apparent medical basis for the surgery was identified, which has led to speculation
that ancient people’s reasons for undergoing trepanation were mystical or spiritual, rather than
physical.

Iron Age
E

vidence of Iron Age occupancy of Cambridgeshire is found in hill-forts, and, for the first
time, banks and ditches enclosing individual farmsteads.

The use of iron led to improvements in both agricultural implements and weaponry - during
the latter part of this period there were Roman invasions to contend with. Julius Caesar came
to Britain in 55 B.C., but, despite his famous reported words “Veni, vidi, vici” - “I came, I
saw, I conquered” - did not advance as far as East Anglia, and defeated British forces in only
a few skirmishes in the south. Nevertheless, his observations on the country and the people despite his annoying habit of referring to us as ‘barbarians’ - show that Britain, a hundred years
before the eventual conquest by Rome under the Emperor Claudius, was far from the isolated,
primitive, and sparsely populated land sometimes imagined.
In his own words - referring to himself as ‘Caesar’ or ‘he’ - he decided to visit the island
because:
he discovered that in almost all the wars with the Gauls, succours had been furnished to our
enemy from that country; and . . . he thought it would be of great service to him if he only
entered the island, and saw into the character of the people, and got knowledge of their
localities, harbours, and landing-places, all which were for the most part unknown to the
Gauls. For neither does anyone except merchants generally go thither, nor even to them was
any portion of it known, except the sea-coast and those parts which are opposite to Gaul.
Therefore, after having called up to him the merchants from all parts, he could learn neither
what was the size of the island, nor what or how numerous were the nations which inhabited
it, nor what system of war they followed, nor what customs they used, nor what harbours were
convenient for a great number of large ships.”115

113 Alan Bloom, The Farm in the Fen
114 Alan Bloom, The Fens
115 Julius Caesar, Gallic Wars, 4.20
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As for the people, he reported that:
The number of the people is countless, and their buildings exceedingly numerous . . . the
number of cattle is great. Most of the inland inhabitants do not sow corn, but live on milk
and flesh, and are clad with skins. All the Britons, indeed, dye themselves with woad, which
occasions a bluish colour, and thereby have a more terrible appearance in fight. They wear
their hair long, and have every part of their body shaved except their head and upper lip. 116

In fact, as he warms to his subject, his descriptions become ever more fanciful:
They do not regard it lawful to eat the hare, and the cock, and the goose; they, however, breed
them for amusement and pleasure.117
Ten and even twelve have wives common to them, and particularly brothers among brothers,
and parents among their children; but if there be any issue by these wives, they are reputed to
be the children of those by whom respectively each was first espoused when a virgin.118

And finally:
The climate is more temperate than in Gaul, the colds being less severe.119

He was, however, on more familiar ground evaluating the fighting tactics of the Britons:
But the barbarians, upon perceiving the design of the Romans, sent forward their cavalry and
charioteers, a class of warriors of whom it is their practice to make great use in their battles.120
Their mode of fighting with their chariots is this: firstly, they drive about in all directions and
throw their weapons and generally break the ranks of the enemy with the very dread of their
horses and the noise of their wheels; and when they have worked themselves in between the
troops of horse, leap from their chariots and engage on foot. The charioteers in the meantime
withdraw some little distance from the battle, and so place themselves with the chariots that,
if their masters are overpowered by the number of the enemy, they may have a ready retreat
to their own troops. Thus they display in battle the speed of horse, [together with] the
firmness of infantry; and by daily practice and exercise attain to such expertness that they are
accustomed, even on a declining and steep place, to check their horses at full speed, and
manage and turn them in an instant and run along the pole, and stand on the yoke, and
thence betake themselves with the greatest celerity to their chariots again.121

E

fforts to repel the Romans were ultimately in vain, but the image of the native Britons
fighting from their chariots - particularly Queen Boadecia [Boudicca] from a later period,
after the Conquest - has captured the public imagination. Although there is no evidence of
the spinning knives which are often pictured on the chariot wheels, an axle boss recovered
from Burwell Fen attests to the existence of the chariots themselves.
In any event, it is quite certain that when the Romans arrived here in force in the 1st century,
they found “no wilderness, but a countryside populated, organised politically, and exploited
efficiently.”122
116 Julius Caesar, Gallic Wars, 5.14
117 Julius Caesar, Gallic Wars, 5.12
118 Julius Caesar, Gallic Wars, 5.14
119 Julius Caesar, Gallic Wars, 5.12
120 Julius Caesar, Gallic Wars, 4.24
121 Julius Caesar, Gallic Wars, 4.33
122 Reach - A Brief History, C.W.R.D. Moseley

Map 9: The area covered by Part 2 of the Tour

2
Devil’s Dyke
T

he Devil’s Dyke is the longest of 4 similar earthworks in the Cambridge area, consisting
of a long ditch (‘fosse’ in some descriptions) beside a raised bank (‘vallum’ or ‘rampart’),
“probably the largest of its class - in dimensions though not in length - in the British Isles”1

The other three comparable earthworks to be found locally are Brent Ditch, which runs for 1
1/2 miles from Gt Abington to Pampisford; Bran Ditch (or ‘Heydon Ditch’), 3 1/2 miles from
Fowlmere to Heydon (Essex); and Fleam Dyke, running (in two parts) for a total of 4 1/2
miles from Fen Ditton (Cambridge) to Balsham.
Although the Devil’s Dyke appears to be straight throughout its whole length, it is actually in
3 straight sections: 1 mile from Woodditton to Stetchworth, 5 miles from Stetchworth to
Gallows Hill (by Swaffham Road, Burwell), and 1 1/2 miles from Gallows Hill to Reach.

A

n interesting aspect of the building of this Dyke, as opposed to the others, is the discovery
of the method by which the line of the dyke was laid out: the topsoil from the area where
the ditch was to be dug was removed and placed in a line a short distance away, to indicate
the position to be occupied by the far edge of the bank. This method was, according to one
archaeologist, “novel in my experience.”2 It shows “foresight,” he continues, “and is indicative
of careful design.” It was immediately apparent to another that “its engineers were highly
skilled,” and, during the excavation, that “the ditch-diggers were enabled by some mechanism
[“fixed earth-hauling ramps”] to deliver their quarried material in great tips to the head of the
growing bank.”3

1 Sir Cyril Fox, CAS 26
2 Fox, op. cit.
3 Brian Hope-Taylor , The Cambridgeshire Dykes, Brian Hope-Taylor and David Hill, CAS 66

Map 10: The Devil’s Dyke, showing its construction in 3 straight sections, aligned with Reach Lode

T

he exact purpose of dykes such as Devil’s Dyke and Fleam Dyke is not known from
contemporary writings: it has been suggested that they might have been built to deter
cattle-rustling, but it is doubtful whether their design would have been the most effective in
preventing cattle crossing them, since the ditches and dykes are large - 30 to 40 feet [9 - 12m]
from the bottom of the ditch to the top of the bank in places - but the slopes did not appear
to one writer to be that steep. “Saxon cattle,” he says , “were presumably at least as nimble as
the Isle breeds are today [and] would have nipped over fosse and rampart like a hare.”4

The prevailing view seems to be that defence was the motivation for their construction. One
writer points out that since all the dykes have the ditches facing to the South West, this must
the direction from which hostile forces would come5: Another envisages
“a leap into the fosse twenty feet [6m] wide and probably set with jagged stakes; a thirty- to
forty-foot [9 - 12m] climb up a sheer and slippery chalk slope steep as a Gothic roof; a palisade
with spears and arrows thrusting and whining through every interspace; axe, mace and
murderous Saxon sacramasaxe [scramasax] (a long dagger) ready to split the first head over the
top; no alternative to direct assault; no quarter given or received.”6

This view seems the most likely, since the dykes span the ancient highway, the Icknield Way,
which ran from Salisbury Plain in the south of England, to the Wash in the north of East
Anglia, and in this area is represented by the A505/A11/A1304. Their function was “to bar
the open highway down the chalk ridge from the fen on the north to the forest in the south.”7
The Devil’s Dyke itself certainly fits this description: although in modern times it appears to
start innocuously by the green at Reach, and end similarly, near Wooditton on the other side
of Newmarket, this was by no means the case at the time it was built and used. At the
Wooditton end lay thick forest, and at the Reach end the Roman canal, precursor of the
modern Reach Lode, which ran from Reach to Upware, and marshy, waterlogged fenland,
both extremely difficult for invading forces to cross - “no alternative to direct assault.”8
Perhaps, during particularly wet weather, the ditch itself at this lower end may have been filled
with water.
Looking at the map above, you can see that the straight line of the northern section of the
dyke enters Reach from the south east, and the 17th century canal, Reach Lode, appears to
continue this straight line out of the village to the north west. In fact, it was the other way
round: the Lode follows the course of the earlier Roman canal, and the dyke was built to
continue this line. About 300 metres at the beginning of the Dyke at Reach have been
removed, to make way for the village green; originally, it probably overlapped the Lode slightly
on its South-west side.
4 Dr E.A.R. Ennion, Cambridgeshire, Huntingdonshire and the Isle of Ely
5 Nikolaus Pevsner, The Buildings of England
6 Ennion, op. cit.
7 op. cit.
8 Ennion, op. cit.

63

A

s to the question of exactly when the Dyke was built, and by whom, no one can be sure,
although it was constructed “possibly in a very short time and was not at any subsequent
time enlarged,”9 in contrast to Fleam Dyke, which was increased in height at least twice
during its existence. 10 There has been no shortage of speculation over the years, however. A
local legend has it that it was built by the Devil himself - in one night! - hence its name.
Gardner’s 1851 History, Gazetteer and Directory of Cambridgeshire explains the name as
“accounted for in the name Davilier, who held the manor of Broome in Suffolk, by the service
of being conductor of the footmen or infantry of that county and Norfolk, who were bound
to serve the King in his Welsh wars, and had their rendezvous always in that ditch.”

A correspondent to the Cambridge Press and Chronicle refers to it as ‘Saint Edmund’s Ditch’,
a name by which it was known for part of its history, offering the following by way of
explanation:
“Recently, while going through some books dealing with this subject [the origin of Devil’s
Dyke] I discovered the following note in one of them: ‘The common people regard it rather
as the work of the Devil than of man, and call it the Devil’s Ditch. William of Malmsbury,
speaking of the monastery of Saint Edmunds [in Bury St Edmunds], says that this Ditch was
constructed by Canute [1016 - 1040], in order to keep away the Tax-Collectors from
disturbing the monastery’.”11

William Camden, writing in the 17th Century, states that
“writers since Canutus’s [Canute’s] time have call’d it St Edmunds Liberty or St Edmund’s
Ditch, supposing that Canutus made it; who was a devout adorer of St Edmund the martyr,
and to make amends for his father Swane’s horrid cruelty to the Religious of St Edmundsbury,
granted them vast privileges, as far as this very ditch.”12

Another correspondent to the Press and Chronicle states that “we know the work was in
existence in 905,” identifying it as the site of the “last battle fought in Cambridgeshire,”13 and
quoting the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle [a contemporary or near-contemporary account of principally - events before the Norman Conquest of 1066] as his source. His identification
of the Dyke as the site of the battle presumably rests on the following description:
A.D. 905. This year Ethelwald enticed the army in East-Anglia to rebellion . . . King Edward
went after, as soon as he could gather his army, and overran all their land between the foss
[ditch] and the Ouse quite to the fens northward.14

The battle took place during the reign of King Edward the Elder [901 - 925], son of Alfred
the Great. On both sides, there was
much slaughter made; but of the Danes there were more slain, though they remained masters
of the field.15

Edward’s opponents were his cousin Ethelwold and a contingent of Danes, led by Eohric;
both were killed.
9 Fox, op. cit.
10 Burwell Museum
11 P.B. Standley, Press and Chronicle, May 12th, 1939
12 Britannia
13 J.B. Howard, Press and Chronicle, ibid.
14 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
15 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
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M

any people believe that the Dyke was also in existence at an earlier period, in the 7th
century, when the Kings of East Anglia were forced to defend themselves against the
neighbouring Kingdom of Mercia.

It had long been thought that the Dyke was constructed in the Iron Age, prior to the arrival
of the Romans in this area. This view appeared to be reinforced by a necessarily brief
examination of the section cut through the dyke for the railway to Burwell in the 1880’s.16 A
1914 Paper on the Devil’s Ditch describes the process of building of the dykes by the preRoman Iceni tribe: “It seems reasonable to conclude that until the Romans came, the enemy
in all cases got round the end of the Dykes.”17 Some 20 years before the appearance of this
article, the writer continues, “Professor [Sir William] Ridgeway read a paper before the
Cambridge Antiquarian Society, in which he suggested that these Dykes are referred to by
Tacitus [the Roman historian] in his description of the battle in which Ostorius Scapula
[Publius Ostorius] overthrew the tribe of the Iceni in the year A.D. 50. This suggestion,” he
concludes, “seems to have been favourably received by learned Antiquaries present at the
meeting.”
The passage invoked by Ridgeway was presumably the following, recording events which
occurred in newly-conquered Britain during the reign of the Emperor Claudius [A.D. 41 54]:
Meanwhile, in Britain, Publius Ostorius, the propraetor [governor], found himself confronted
by disturbance. The enemy had burst into the territories of our allies with all the more fury,
as they imagined that a new general would not march against them with winter beginning and
with an army of which he knew nothing . . . The Iceni, a powerful tribe, which war had not
weakened, as they had voluntarily joined our alliance, were the first to resist. At their
instigation the surrounding nations chose as a battlefield a spot walled in by a rude barrier,
with a narrow approach, impenetrable to cavalry. Through these defences the Roman general,
though he had with him only the allied troops, without the strength of the legions, attempted
to break, and having assigned their positions to his cohorts, he equipped even his cavalry for
the work of infantry. Then at a given signal they forced the barrier, routing the enemy who
were entangled in their own defences. The rebels, conscious of their guilt, and finding escape
barred, performed many noble feats. In this battle, Marius Ostorius, the general’s son, won
the reward for saving a citizen’s life.18

However, work carried out under the direction of Sir Cyril Fox in 1923 - 1924 established
that the soil beneath the dyke contains remains of both Iron Age and Roman pottery, and
must therefore be later than both of these periods. Furthermore, since the Roman fragments
in the fields nearby appeared to be just as worn by ploughing as the earlier Iron Age ones, it
must have been some hundreds of years later. Fox also observes that “the probability of postRoman date is increased by the difficulty of finding, within the Roman period, a situation
requiring defences which protect Norfolk from attack by dwellers in the southern Midlands.”
His conclusion was that the Dyke was constructed “after 200 A.D.” and the prevailing view
since has been that it was constructed either by the East Angles against the Middle Angles in
the 5th or 6th centuries, or by the Angles against the Mercians in the 7th or 8th centuries:
this area was, in Saxon times, right on the border of the kingdoms of East Anglia and Mercia.
A Roman coin found under the Dyke during excavations by Brian Hope-Taylor in 1973, just
before the building of the A45 (now A14), enabled him to say that “the main bank was piled
up after A.D. 350.”19 but no further evidence has so far been uncovered to date the Dyke
more precisely than this.
16 T. McKenny Hughes, Journal of the British Archaeological Association, Vol 19, 1913
17 Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire Archaeological Society, Proceedings, Vol 3
18 Tacitus, Annals, Book XII [A.D. 48 - 54]
19 The Cambridgeshire Dykes, Brian Hope-Taylor and David Hill, CAS 66
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A

rchaeologist T.C. Lethbridge has put forward an alternative theory, based on evidence
from other dykes in the series, which brings us back to the Romans - not early in their
conquest, but towards the end, after 367 A.D. when the general Theodosius came to Britain
in pursuit of ‘barbarians’ - Saxon Raiders - heading north with prisoners and cattle, and had
to find a way of slowing them down and capturing them.20
Dr E.A.R. Ennion suggests the way in which the Devil’s Dyke may have been used by Anna,
the 7th century Christian king of East Anglia (whose daughter, Etheldreda, founded the
Cathedral at Ely in 673) in warfare against Penda, the pagan King of Mercia:
“Anna, Penda’s last East
Anglian opponent, chose St
Mindred’s [Wendred’s] Wells,
near Exning as his fighting
base. It lay midway behind
the last great barrier, the
Devil’s Dyke. Thence, by the
Icknield Way, he could send
his men south to man the
other dykes and bring up
reinforcements swiftly from
his rear - from Norfolk his
‘North Folk’, and from
Suffolk his ‘South Folk’
kinsmen. And, by the Roman
canals, by the River Lark and
the Snail, he could also call up
his allies the Girvii of the fen
isles, whose leader is said to
have been his brother-inlaw.”21

Devil’s Dyke, looking south towards Newmarket Heath. Ditch Farm is
visible to the left. Photo: A. Murkin

Anna was, however, eventually defeated by Penda in 654, who must presumably have
overcome the obstacle of the Devil’s Dyke in order to do so. A Saxon cemetery in Burwell,
excavated in the 1920’s, and thought to date from the 7th century, may include graves related
to these events.
Dr Ennion invites us to use our imagination when contemplating the people who raised such
a formidable barrier:
“He who stands upon the rampart of the Devil’s Ditch today, gazing . . . towards St. Mindred’s
Wells where the rising slope of gravelly fields once bristled with the spears of Anna’s host, or
who, speeding towards London along the wide tarred surface of the modern Icknield Way,
crosses the great dykes one by one, must people them in fancy: Saxon husbandmen [farmers]
and warriors setting aside their ploughs, their shields and scramasaxes, to dig; to hew and carry
timber from the forest edge for a palisade; to urge on Celtic slaves staggering up from fosse to
rampart with huge white basket-loads of chalk . . . for there is no good written evidence of
these things, no chronicle of these earlier days.”22

The reference to ‘slaves’ here is not far-fetched: the 7th century laws of King Ine of Wessex
contain “regulations for Britons, in a way that implies their close co-existence with AngloSaxons, often as slaves or serfs.”23
20 The Riddle of the Dykes, CAS 51
21 op. cit.
22 op. cit.
23 Heinrich Harke, British Archaeology, Issue 10, December 1995

A Devil’s Dyke Legend
“The Fen Country,” according to Christopher Marlowe “may well bear comparison with
other parts of our land in the scope, originality and general excellence of its folk-lore.”24
The legend Marlowe tells of the origin of the Devil’s Dyke concerns a time when the whole
of East Anglia was a mighty forest, and the Fens were populated by a race of giants,
renowned for their cunning, strength and ferocity.
“Of them the chief was Hrothgar, whose daughter Hayenna was desired by many,
particularly by the fire demon. Oft-times, when her kindred went on hunting expeditions,
the maid would be tormented by visions of her unwelcome suitor, in the guise of burning
bushes, comets and thunderbolts.”

The story recounts how the Water-God appears to Hrothgar in a dream, and tells him how
to combat the Fire Demon. Hrothgar gathers his men together, and they set about clearing
a track through the forest.
“Then they dug deep into the ground with their hands, scooping out the soil and heaping
it by the side of the pit. Thus they laboured for three days, and at the end of the third day
they had constructed a trench, some eighteen feet deep and seven miles long, reaching from
the river-bank to the heights of Mount Dithon.”

Just as they finish, the Demon of the Air, in league with the Fire-Demon, tries to blow the
trees down on them, and the Storm-Devil rains down hail and sleet. The rain stops
suddenly, and the Fire Demon starts the bushes burning. In no time at all, a wall of flame
approaches the trench, and the giants run away in fear.
Hrothgar, though, is not afraid. Leaping from his hiding-place, he tears away the last piece
of earth separating the trench from the river.
“With a roar as of a thousand bulls, the water foamed into the chasm and thundered
through the dyke to Mount Dithon, seven miles off. A broad shining channel barred the
fire-god’s path and from the safety of the barricade, the giants watched the defeat of their
enemies. In vain did the tempest rage against that solid wall of water - in vain did the firedevil destroy everything in his path up to the brink of the chasm. He was powerless before
his mighty adversary.”

Eventually, the fire died down, and the Fire Demon was defeated. Hayenna climbed to the
top of Mount Dithon to give praise to the Water-God; Hrothgar swore to keep forever the
dyke between his people and the dangers of the forest.
The evidence that Hrothgar kept his word can be seen today:
“If you go to Reach Fen, where the River Cam meanders through the Cambridgeshire
lowlands, you will see the great dyke as it was constructed by the giants in the dim ages
before history begins. And you may trace the course of their labours for seven miles, to
Mount Dithon, or as it is called at this time, Wood Ditton, three hundred and fifty feet
above the river - the gem of upland villages.”

24 Legends of the Fen People

67

T

here has, then, over the many centuries since its construction, been a great deal of
speculation about the mysterious Dyke, its builders and its purpose. Bill Bryson,
American author of one of the most popular travel books of the 1990’s, Notes From A Small
Island, states: “It required an immense commitment of labour to construct,” but “within no
time at all . . . had ceased to have any use at all except to show people in the fen country what
it felt like to be 60ft high.” “The favourite avenue to such mysticism and emotion,” asserts a
writer to the Press and Chronicle, “is generally reached by declaring that treasure is to be found
for its searching. The Dyke is long and fair enough for any adventurer seized with such
desires, and although I will mention no names, nothing beyond some Roman British
Potsheads [potsherds] have been found.”25

Newmarket Heath - Reach
A

rchaeologist Brian Hope-Taylor, while excavating close to the Heath in 1973, just prior
to the building of the A14, unearthed a skeleton buried in the ditch. The deceased was
a young man, probably nearer 20 than 30 years of age, height about 5ft 7 1/2 inches [1.71m],
and had his right hand missing. The removal of the right hand before burial “had been carried
out with some knowledge of anatomy.”26 The corpse was buried just under a layer of soil
containing pottery fragments from about 1000 - 1200, however, so it cannot be connected
with the building of the Dyke.

25 J.B. Howard, Press
and Chronicle, ibid.
26 CAS 66, ibid.

Devil’s Dyke,
looking north
towards Reach from
Gallows Hill.
Photo: A. Murkin
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T

here is plenty here to interest naturalists: Botanically speaking, it is “the finest example in the
County of the type of vegetation which was more widespread until the enclosure of the ‘sheep
heath walks’ at the beginning of the 19th century.”27 The species found here - which are readily
accessible to the public - include many that are rare, not only in Cambridgeshire, but in Britain as
a whole.

The list includes the Pasque Flower, Anemone pulsatilla - featured on the Burwell village sign - The
Spotted Cat’s Ear, Hypochaeris maculata, The Lizard Orchid, Himantoglossum hircinum, and the
Bloody Cranesbill, Geranium sanguineum, the last still growing on the part of the Dyke where it
was first recorded by “the great naturalist John Ray over 300 years ago.”28
The grassland area by the junction with Swaffham Road, grazed by sheep, was created by
Cambridgeshire County Council in 1992 - 93 with typical grassland species, such as Sheep’s Fescue,
Chewing’s Fescue, Crested Dogstail, Smooth-stalked meadow grass and Timothy.29 From May to
August the slopes of the Dyke are “full of colour”, with Rock Rose, Milkwort, Bell-Flower and
Rest-Harrow, which produce “splashes of yellow, blue, mauve and pink, respectively.”30

Zoologists may also find over a dozen species of butterflies, including the rare Chalk Hill Blue,
Lysandra coridon,31 as well as bees and other insects. It is a well-known locality for the rare Redbacked Shrike, though its numbers were said to have recently declined at the time of the writing of
the 1965 Nature Reserves and Sites of Scientific Interest Survey Report. The Hawthorn, Blackthorn
and Buck thorn which grow almost everywhere on the Dyke, provide nesting sites for Turtle Doves,
Whitethroats, Yellowhammers and Long-tailed Tits. In the open areas around the Dyke may be
found Meadow Pipits, Skylarks and Corn Buntings.32

27 Nature Reserves and Sites of Scientific Interest, Survey Report, 1965
28 Nature Reserves and Sites of Scientific Interest, ibid.
29 Information Board, Devil’s Dyke Car Park, Ditch Farm
30 Information Board, Gallows Hill, Devil’s Dyke
31 Information Board, Gallows Hill, Devil’s Dyke
32 Information Board, Gallows Hill, Devil’s Dyke

Above Left: Bee orchid
Above Centre: Lizard Orchid
Above Right: Peacock Butterfly caterpillars on Nettle.
All pictures taken on or near the Devil’s Dyke, Burwell.
Facing Page: Looking south across the B1102, Swaffham
Road, towards Gallows Hill, 1983, showing the former
means of access to the Dyke, direct from the roadside.
Photos: Author’s Collection
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F

urther along, both the bank and ditch have been affected by ploughing and cultivation of the
neighbouring fields. In some places the ditch has been ploughed over, in others the bank has
been reduced in height to only 1.5m above the fields. In the 18th century two trackways crossed
the dyke along this section: Exning Gap, which allowed the passage of a road from Exning to
Swaffham Prior; and Royston Gap, where a road from Burwell to Dullingham passed through,
ending on the Icknield Way, near the 57th milestone from London.33 In modern times, the next
road after the A14, Newmarket Bypass, to pass through the Dyke is Swaffham Road (the B1102).

U

p until the last hundred metres or so before Swaffham Road, the path is uphill, for here is the
highest point on the dyke. A local story has it that a man named Joe Badcock was hanged
and gibbeted [left hanging to face the attentions of hungry animals and birds] here in the late
1700’s for the murder of his sweetheart down in the Fen. This place was chosen as being directly
in the line of vision of the girl’s parents’ cottage in Reach - “so that they could see the fowls of the
air fly away with pieces of flesh picked from his decomposing body”.34

The tale is said to have given rise to the name of this point on the Dyke, ‘Gallows’ or ‘Galley’ Hill.
However, references in the records of local landowners Ramsey Abbey, suggest that the name is
much older than this: in 1399, Richard Spencer came into possession of 3 acres of land in
“Dychfeld [Ditch Field] at Galewhyll”, and in the following year, 1400, Thomas Bosun took over
2 acres in the same area, “Dychfeld at Galowhyll.”35 ‘Ditch Field’ was used, at least until the mid19th century, to describe the land adjacent to the Dyke, between Newmarket Heath and the village
of Reach.
“It has been remarked,” says Sir Cyril Fox, “that the present day dimensions of the dyke are most
imposing on Gallows Hill,”36 and this seemed the most appropriate place for his excavation team
of 1924 to investigate the original dimensions of the dyke. With any earthwork of such an age,
some filling in of the ditch would be expected, but the team’s findings were quite surprising: the
original width of the floor of the ditch was no less than 26ft 10in [8.2m], the slopes “absolutely
unclimbable.” Later excavations in 1991 confirmed that little soil seems to have fallen into the
ditch, and that the Dyke’s present shape reflects its original dimensions - either that or the ditch
was cleaned out several times during the first few years of its existence, until “a stable profile had
been developed.”37

T

his is undoubtedly the most impressive section of the Dyke. In contrast to other parts, this
area has recently38 been cleared of scrub: tractors with long arm flails and circular saws were
used on the steep slopes, and also volunteers with hand saws.39

33 Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire Archaeological Society, Proceedings, Vol 3
34 Dr Charles Lucas, The Fenman’s World
35 Liber Gersumarum of Ramsey Abbey, ed. Edwin B. Dewindt)
36 CAS 26

37 Devil’s Dyke Excavations, 1991, Dr Gerald Wait
38 1998
39 Wildlife Action magazine, May, 1998
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ust to your left here, the remains of a remarkable collection of 2nd to 3rd century Roman
buildings was discovered in 1993. First revealed as crop markings by aerial photography,
excavations uncovered a 100m square enclosure, surrounded by a “straight-sided and flatbottomed ditch with post holes, possibly a palisade.”40 Inside this was a single-roomed
building of clunch, just 3m square, and inside this, the skeleton of an adolescent. The general
shape of the enclosure and its prominent position suggest to archaeologists that it had a “nondomestic function.”41 The “lack of pottery collected from the surface over it,” and the “lack
of field boundaries radiating from it”42 also support this view. A small pit was also found,
containing a cup thought to have been used for religious ceremonies, the conclusion being
that this site was a temple or mausoleum. The high ground here would make the site
appropriate for such a building, and there is evidence that it was linked by a trackway to a
Roman villa excavated to the north-west, close to the Dyke as it crosses the line of the former
Cambridge to Mildenhall railway. The Dyke itself was almost certainly not in existence at the
time this building was constructed.
In all, 8 burials were uncovered on this site, at least 3 of which were Anglo-Saxon, indicating
that the site continued to be of religious significance after the Roman period. One of the
skeletons was that of a child: some of the features of the bone structure were sufficiently
similar to those of a woman buried nearby to suggest they were from the same family.43
Archaeological investigations in the early 1990’s also revealed a series of ruts here, which
seemed to have formed by carts approaching the Dyke from the road, although not all along
the same line. The approach to the ditch seemed to have been cut down to allow easier access
for the carts, but there was no corresponding gap in the bank at this point, inviting the
conclusion that this “may not have been an early crossing, but may have instead served as an
access to the base of the ditch.” In this way “the ditch itself could have been used as a cart
track.”44

T

he walk along the top of Devil’s Dyke towards Reach provides you with splendid views
of Burwell, to your right, and Swaffham Prior to your left.

40 Cambridgeshire County Council Sites and Monuments Record [SMR]
41 An Archaeological Investigation of the Dullingham to Swaffhams Pipeline, Ben Robinson
42 Robinson, op. cit.
43 Burwell Museum
44 An Archaeological Investigation of the Dullingham to Swaffhams Pipeline, Ben Robinson

Above: Looking east towards Burwell from the Devil’s Dyke, close to Gallows Hill
Left: The Devil’s Dyke, looking south towards Gallows Hill. Photos: A. Murkin
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T

he Dyke, in fact, marks the boundary between the parishes of these two villages - as well
as, in former times, between Staine and Staploe Hundreds - and was the subject of an
interesting border dispute between the people of Burwell and Swaffham Prior in the reign of
Queen Elizabeth I (1558 - 1603):
A court application by John Popham, the Attorney-General, addressed to Sir William Cecil,
Lord High Treasurer, Sir Thomas Mildmay, Chancellor of the Exchequer, and others, explains
that
“the feildes and boundes of the sayde Towne of Burwell are devided from the feildes and
Towne of Swaffham Prior by an auncient banke and dyche.”45

This ditch is owned by the Crown and “other Lordes of the sayde Town of Burwell.” Farmers,
tenants and other Burwell inhabitants have, he says,
“time without mynde or remembraunce of anie man livinge, had feede and common of
pasture for all manner of beastes commonable, att all suche tymes of the year as they might .
. . come to feede or common there with their cattell.”

Not only that, he continues, but the parishioners of Burwell have
“used theire common perambulacions and processions in Rogation weeke to compasse the
sayde Bank and dytche by goinge in the bottham of the sayde dytche.”

The Swaffham people, on the other hand, have - until recently - kept out of the ditch and off
the dyke, making
“theire perambulacion on the bryncke of the sayde dytche towardes Swaffham.”

Over the last 20 years, he complains, Swaffham people have
“not onelye encompassed in the sayde Banke and dytche . . . but allso certayne of them,
namely John Ruse of Swaffham . . . Frauncys Tuthill of the sayde Towne . . . and John
Chambers of Reache . . . have claymed the soyle, feed, and pasture of the sayde Bancke and
dytche to belong unto the Lordes and Inhabitantes of the sayde Towne of Swaffham, and have
putte and kepte theire flockes of sheepe and other Cattle uppon the sayde bancke and dytche
. . . to the manifest wronge and disenherytaunce of the Queene’s Majestie and other the
Lordes of the sayde Towne of Burwell.”

Clearly, this situation could not be allowed to continue, and Popham asks for a Commission
to be set up to examine witnesses and make a ruling on the question.
Unfortunately, the Swaffham side’s reply was not available to the periodical’s correspondent,
but it is possible to deduce their arguments from a further reply by Popham.

Background: The Devil’s Dyke at Newmarket Heath. Photo: A .Murkin

45 Rev. Neville Borton [Vicar of Burwell], Fenland Notes and Queries, Vol. II
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Their contention that Swaffham people have
“tyme owte of memory of man, used, in their common perambulacions and processions, on
Wednesdaye in the Rogation weeke, to goe uppon the verye topp of the sayde bancke,”

is “untruely alledged,” as is the suggestion that
“the topp of the sayde bancke ys the verie uttermost lymytt . . . of the said feildes of Swaffham,
and the place of particion betwene the feilds of Burwell and Swaffham”

It is also untrue, Popham says, that the top of the Dyke - as they had claimed - is the boundary
between the Diocese of Ely and the Diocese of Norwich: on the contrary, it is
“the verie uttermost bancke of the dytche towards Swaffham”

where the boundary lies. Two arguments involving domesticated animals had evidently been
invoked: firstly, that
“tithe lambes falling uppon . . . part of the sayde bancke towards the towne of Swaffham have
ever bene due and receyved by the parson or vicar of Swaffham.”

This is dismissed as “slender proofe.” Secondly, the contention that
“the baylyffs and reves of the Lordes of Swaffham have sondrye tymes ympounded the Cattell
of thenhabytantes of Burwell beinge fownde in the verye bottam of the sayde bancke and
ditche towards Swaffham”

is refuted by the counter-claim that
“the Reves of Burwell have in a like manner ympounded the Cattell of the thenhabytantes of
Swaffham for feeding or stakinge uppon or in the sayde dytche and bancke. And that they
have allso payde poundage therefore to the Reves of Burwell. And that the sayde inhabytantes
of Swaffham have acknowledged themselves to be trespassers in that behalfe.”

Finally, evidence that feelings were running high is provided by a return to the vexed question
of the Rogation week processions: the Swaffham side had obviously maintained that the
Burwell people deliberately provoked discord by trespassing on their side of the border. This
assertion, too, is rejected by Popham:
“they never made any encroachment uppon anye parte of the feildes of Swaffham,” he states,
and that “yf anye such crosse was taken . . . the quarrel and contencion aboute the same grewe
and dyd ryse by the only brablynge meanes and evil dealinge of thenhabytantes of Swaffham.”

Sadly, we do not learn from the periodical the outcome of this dispute, or, if it was established,
the findings of the Commission. The presence of the modern day parish boundary on the top
of the Dyke may or may not reflect the judgement that was made!
“Baylyffs” and “reves” - modern spelling “bailiffs” and “reeves” - were employees of a manor.
The chief manager of the manorial estate was the steward, and the bailiff was subordinate to
him. The reeve was normally subordinate to the bailiff, although many manors did not have
the full complement of officers - which may also have included a provost, elected by the
peasants to take care of the stock and grain, and also subordinate to the bailiff - and titles were
“more or less interchanged.”46
46 The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, Explanatory Notes

A

t one point along your route you must cross a cutting, about 40 metres wide, through the
Dyke, walking down to ground level, and back up again. Constructed in 1883 - 1884,
this is where the railway line from Cambridge to Mildenhall approached Burwell. Cambridge
is to your left and Burwell station was situated to your right. The last scheduled train passed
through here in 1964.

Background: A train passing through the Devil’s Dyke cutting. Photo: T. Cooper (Camb. Coll.)

75

Top Left: The railway cutting
through the Devil’s Dyke,
looking north towards Reach.
Photo: A. Murkin

Top Right: Looking along the
line of the trackbed, east
towards Burwell. The trackbed
itself has been ploughed up just
beyond the point where it enters
the trees and does not reappear
until it leaves the village, to the
east of Newmarket Road.
Photo: A. Murkin
Below Left: Looking west
towards Swaffham Prior in the
1920’s. A train passes through
the cutting on its way towards
Burwell.
Photo: T. Cooper (Camb. Coll.)
Bottom Right: Looking east
through the cutting towards
Burwell. Photo: A. Murkin
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Right: The cutting where the
Cambridge-Mildenhall railway
passed through the Devil’s Dyke,
looking towards the south west.
The two ring-ditches on the
Burwell side of the Dyke may
indicate occupation of the site in
pre-Roman times.
Photo: Cambridge University
Collection of Air Photographs.
Copyright Reserved.

J

ust beyond the railway cutting, to the left, the remains of a Roman
villa were excavated by T. McKenney Hughes and T.D. Atkinson in
1892 - 1893. It was a medium-sized country house, made of brick
and flint, with a main block about 7.5m wide and 40m long, and an
open courtyard, facing south-east.47
McKenny Hughes also wrote an article describing their finds in the
Cambridge Review48 The villa, he explains, was built on the sloping
ground, South West of the Devil’s Dyke in the angle between the
Cambridge - Mildenhall Railway and the road from Swaffham Prior
to Reach. Agricultural implements grated over the tiles and local
farmer, Mr Ambrose, dug in to see what was there. The bricks and
stones are useful for mending roads and making a sound bottom for
farm yards, and McKenny Hughes learned that much such material
from similar foundations in the neighbourhood had been carted off
and used in this way. He recounts a local tradition that there were
once houses all the way from Swaffham to Reach, a story, he says,
“likely to have originated in such foundations as these having often
been touched by the plough along that line of country.”
47 CAS 8
48 Nov 24th, 1892 , quoted in Fenland Notes & Queries, Vol II

Left: This aerial view shows the whole length of the Devil’s Dyke,
from Reach in the north (bottom of the picture) to Woodditton in the
south (top of the picture). Most of the south of the parish of Burwell
is visible. Until the mid-1950’s, when Reach parish was created, the
Dyke formed the western boundary of Burwell all the way from Reach
to the far side of Newmarket Heath. The picture was taken in 1969,
before the building of the A14, which runs along the northern edge of
the Heath and is now the southern border of Burwell.
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H

e further describes digging deep enough at a certain point to expose “several pilae or
small pillars which supported the concrete floor of the room above.” The chamber, in
which they occurred at regular intervals, was “filled with charcoal, soot, and the debris of the
house above, which had fallen in.” This was evidently the hypocaust, or underfloor heating
system, and “as might be expected we found plenty of box-like flue tiles with the usual fluted
ornamentation.” In one place, where a strong wall had defied the plough, “about two square
feet [0.18 sq. metres] of red brick inch-square tesserae [mosaic floor-tiles] have been
preserved.” Examples of these typical features of Roman villas - not from this site, but
elsewhere in the vicinity - can be seen in the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology in
Cambridge; part of a Samian bowl with a decorated rim found here can be seen in Burwell
Museum.

“We found no parts of the walls with coloured plaster now in place,” he continues, “but from
the numerous fragments lying about, it is clear that the walls were plastered and painted in
bands of vermilion, blue and green, with more elaborate floral devices in places. There was a
curious piece of lead with an iron bolt in it . . . It reminded me however of some flat pieces
of metal which I saw nailed to the walls at Pompeii to hold the plaster on which the frescoes
were painted.”

In 1970, a number of items were presented to the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology,
including some pieces of rough clay plates, thought to be from a kiln, which may suggest that
pottery was made here.49

A trackway, more or less parallel to the dyke linked the villa to a site south of Swaffham Road,
believed to have been a mausoleum. The whole site is particularly interesting, because, as one
writer puts it:

“Very few of the Romano-British sites in the area have been excavated and consequently little
is known of the status and economy of settlement here. Aerial survey and fieldwalking,
however, has not produced evidence of villas as grand as that excavated at Reach Bridge . . .
this building represents the exception rather than the rule, and contrasts greatly with the
overall impression of Romano-British settlement in this area; a collection of well-dispersed,
small farm estates.”50

A

s you approach Reach, there are signs that the dyke and ditch have both been heavily
affected by agriculture: a length of the bank has been pulled down, and partly ploughed,
so that it rises only about one metre above the land. This was known in the early 19th century
as ‘Small Path Gap’ - a field road crossed here at that time. T. McKenny Hughes, though,
ascribes this to “the Battle of ‘Broken Ditch’ (Sometimes now corrupted into Brook Ditch),”
which he says was fought here, “and there is the breach on the Devil’s Dyke to account for the
name.”
After this, the bank is intact, but the ditch has been ploughed over, and is recognisable only
as a broad, shallow depression.
49 Catalogue of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge
50 An Archaeological Investigation of the Dullingham to Swaffhams Pipeline, Ben Robinson

Background: Reach Lode. Photo: A. Murkin

Reach from the air, in the
1960’s, showing Reach Lode and
the Hythe in the foreground, and
Fair Green and the Devil’s Dyke
in the background.
Photo: Cambridge University
Collection of Air Photographs.
Copyright Reserved.

Reach
A

small, quiet village, Reach - not granted parish status until as late as the 1950’s - was, in
contrast, once a very busy place: the river, Reach Lode, is generally thought to have been
dug by the Romans, and, although there was almost certainly some river activity in Burwell
from this time, was for some centuries the port for both Burwell and also Swaffham Prior,
which lies a little further from the edge of the Fen: an area known as ‘The Hythe’ - a quayside,
or wharf, like the one in Burwell - can still be seen at the northern end of the village. It was
still marked more prominently than its now much larger neighbour, Burwell, on a map of
Cambridgeshire from Speed’s Theatre of the Empire of Great Britaine, dated 1611;51 on a map
by Badeslade and Toms, published in 1741,52 it is one of only 4 places in southern
Cambridgeshire marked at all - the others being Cambridge, Caxton and Linton.

Two views of the source of Reach’s
former wealth and importance:
the Hythe at the end of Reach
Lode.
Photos: A. Murkin

51 reproduced in Christianity in Southern Fenland, R.F. McNeile
52 referred to in A View into Cambridgeshire, Michael Rouse
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T

hat part of the village west of the Devil’s Dyke belonged to
Swaffham Prior parish, and the eastern part to Burwell: they were,
in fact, two separate hamlets, known originally as ‘West Reach’ and ‘East
Reach’ respectively. The fortunes of East Reach in particular declined
sharply in the 13th century when Burwell Old Lode was built or
improved, reducing the village’s dependence on the port facilities at
Reach.53

The Devil’s Dyke ends here, aligned with the Lode as a defensive line for
the land to the east, where Burwell is situated. Originally, the Dyke
went right up to the Lode, but the last few hundred metres were
flattened at some point to make way for a green in the centre of the
village, known as ‘Fair Green’. The precise date of this operation is not
known, but may have occurred some time between two visits to the
village made by the antiquarian William Cole in 1743 and 1768. On
this latter visit, Cole says, “The Ditch was made quite to the Water Side,
where Barges come up with Merchandise: it seemed to me as if they had
lately dug away Part of it close to the Water Side.”54

I

n the 1808 Magna Britannia,55 Reach is described as “formerly a
market town.” The market, “long wholly discontinued,” is said
probably to have originated “in the grant of Robert Tibetot [Tiptoft] of
a market within his manor of Burwell on Wednesdays.” This market had
been granted to Tiptoft by King Edward I (1272 - 1307) in 1274.56

53 Reach - A Brief History, C.W.R.D. Moseley
54 British Museum, Harleian MS 5804
55 Daniel and Samuel Lysons
56 Moseley, op. cit.
57 Cambridgeshire, Huntingdonshire and the Isle of Ely, Dr E.A.R Ennion

Top: The south face of the Reach village sign.
Bottom: Looking north along Fair Green, Reach.
Facing Page: The War Memorial in the centre of the Green
Photos: A. Murkin
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The annual fair, held in the village for the past 800 years or more, was originally in the area
of the Hythe. “Once a year, on Rogation Monday, in the spring,” one writer tells us, Reach
“leaps into activity on the occasion of a Horse Fair, originally granted to the burgesses of
Cambridge by King John [1199 - 1216].”57 The fair, now held on Spring Bank Holiday, is
certainly older than this, however.

Reach Fair
T

his fair is often said to have originated in a Charter granted by King John [1199 - 1216]
in January, 1200. According to the Cambridge Chronicle of August 9th, 1933, however,
the Charter states: “Moreover for the amendment of the borough of Cambridge we have
granted to them their fair in Rogation week with all its liberties as they were accustomed to
have,” which implies that the Fair must have been in existence before that time. Indeed, the
Cambridge Weekly News of May 13th, 1904, describes the market then as
“of considerable magnitude, the traders many and the buyers multitudinous. From the tolls
which the traders paid for groundage at so much a foot [30cm], for leather at so much a
‘dicker’ brought into the market, for wools, flails, cheese, waggons, cattle and other
commodities, the burgesses must have reaped a substantial benefit.”

T

his may be surmise, however, as the Chronicle report of 1933 states: “No previous record
has been discovered, and it seems strange to find the town [Cambridge] in possession of
it so far away as Reach.” Nevertheless, it has “made the place memorable down the all the
ages”.58

58 Lucas, op. cit.
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he fair is opened by the Mayor of Cambridge. In 1768, antiquarian William Cole relates:

“The Corporation went in their Formalities, viz: Scarlet Gowns, and Musick: the Mayor, Mr
Bentham, with his principal Mace went with me in my Carriage. He got out about half a mile
above the Town, at a Break in the Ditch, and got on Horseback, with the Mace before him,
and rode in the Bottom of the Ditch all the Way to the middle of the Town, where a
Proclamation was red before the Mayor.”59

M

uch later, in 1904, the proclamation is described thus, in the Cambridge Weekly News:

“the Town Clerk, from the eminence of the banked path, read the proclamation which ‘doth
strictly charge and commend’ various things nobody heeds, among others ‘that idle and evillydisposed persons should henceforth quit.’”60

“No desire to quit has been observed,” adds the Weekly News correspondent, “the assumption
being that there are no persons to whom the description applies.” Later:
“A few frolicsome councillors and at least one venerable alderman demonstrated with
thoroughness to the admiring notice of other visitors how to shie at cocoanuts . . . The aim
of the august visitors may not be quite as accurate as in their more youthful days, but greater
determination and a longer pocket in the end secured them a supply of the nuts.”61

59 British Museum, Harleian
MS 5804
60 Cambridge Weekly News, ibid.
61 Cambridge Weekly News, ibid.

Right: St Etheldreda’s
church.
Photo: A. Murkin
Far rght: The Mayoral
Procession reaches Fair
Green. In the
background can be
seen both the presentday St Etheldreda’s and
the ruins of the earlier
church beside it.
Photo: Grainger
Collection
(Camb. Coll.)

I

n 1933, Mrs Keynes, “the second
lady Mayor to open this fair”, was
accompanied by about 60 members
of her party, one of the guests being
“Mrs Hartree who holds the
distinction of being the first lady to
perform the opening ceremony of
this ancient fair.”62 Mrs Hartree was
the first Lady Mayor of Cambridge
in 1925.
After the proclamation, according to
a description of the fair in the
1950’s, when “His Worship and the
company had had their round of
coconut shies and ‘trying their The Mayoral Procession, at an opening of the Fair in
strengths’ and rides on the the 1930’s, makes its way through the village.
roundabouts, they all sat down for a Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)
mighty lunch.”63
At lunch, it was customary for those councillors who had never been to Reach before to pay
10 shillings [50p] to the Cambridge town crier and to make a maiden Reach Fair speech.
These newcomers were referred to as ‘colts’, if they were men, or ‘fillies’ if they were women.
In 1959, there were 4 of these, all ‘colts’, and all 4 “made amusing speeches, and by paying
their fine avoided the indignity of a period in the village stocks.”64
62 Cambridge Chronicle, ibid.
63 Ennion, op. cit.
64 Cambridge Independent Press, May 8th, 1959
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B

y the 1950’s, however, Dr E.A.R. Ennion could write that the fair had dwindled to “a sad
reminder of its former state.” He recalls waking up in the early morning to the “clatter
of running horses” on the roads.
“For days beforehand painted travelling cars and caravans and mysteriously shrouded trailers
had been converging on the village. They unlimbered round the green. Presently arose a
draughty barricade of ropes and poles and canvas screens. There was the thud of wooden
mallets and shouts of showmen as they rattled the casings and swinging-boats off the trailers.
And there was a deal of speculation among the village boys as they flitted round the canvas
screens at dusk, lying on their tummies to peep under lifted corners. Coconut shies and
swinging-boats and roundabouts sprang up as if by magic overnight. The sticky scents of rock
and brandy-snaps and bullseyes hung heavy round the booths.
By breakfast time on the Monday morning every village along the [road] from Cambridge had
its knots of children waiting by the kerb. Soon a long file of carriages and brakes (later it was
motor-cars) brought the Mayor and Aldermen and councillors [of Cambridge] in full Regalia
to the opening of the Fair. They scattered new pennies to be scrambled for as they drove
along.”65

A “modified version” of the feast and Fair still persisted, Dr Ennion concludes, but
“you will never again see those lines of horses tethered beside the green or hear the shouting
of the drovers and the clatter of hooves as they are run up and down the street to show their
paces. It is an echo of the past.”

65 op. cit.

Right: The pub on
Fair Green, in early
1999, during a
period of closure,
before which it had
been known as the
‘King’s Reach’.
Photo: A. Murkin
Far right: This
building is just
visible on the left of
this view of the
Mayoral Procession
at the opening of the
Fair.
Photo:
Grainger Collection
(Camb. Coll.)
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T

his description was written in 1951, so the period described must be in the first quarter
of the century, certainly before the Second World War [1939 - 1945], and perhaps before
the First [1914 - 1918]. In fact, local news reports from the early years of the 20th century
say much the same thing:

“The fair this year was smaller than ever,” says the Weekly News in May, 1904. “Trading in
horses constitutes practically the only business part of it, and the animals were on Monday in
market parlance - in short supply.”

The Cambridge Express the same day (May 13th, 1904) records that there was a considerably
smaller number of stalls and booths.

Ten years later, the Weekly News of 22nd May, 1914 says:
“‘Oyez! Oyez! Oyez! Our Most Gracious Sovereign King George V . . .’ etc. was the only
touch of Pomp and Circumstance in the whole ceremony . . . Municipal Dignity was sadly
shorn of its trappings in the noble cause of economy.”
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I

t would, however, be a shame if this tradition were allowed to lapse, a reminder of the
former glory of Reach. The Cambridge Express observes:
“It is customary to ridicule the idea of continuing the proclamation of an almost obsolete
institution like Reach Fair, but it must be remembered that the Corporation [of Cambridge]
in years gone by has derived considerable financial benefit from the tolls received at this fair
and that even now, when the possible cost of getting to and from the ancient village of Reach
is greater than the amount received by way of tolls, the fair still has its uses, for by enabling
members of the Council of widely differing opinions to meet together in a friendly way, it no
doubt does very much towards promoting the harmonious working of the public business in
the Council at other times.”66

In fact, it is remarkable that the Fair has continued to be held, albeit with some changes.
Halfpennies instead of pennies began to be distributed in the mid 20th Century, then pennies
again from the Fair of May, 1969, when the halfpenny ceased to be legal tender. In 1989 the
Cambridge Evening News described how “six thousand newly-minted pennies rained down on
crowds.67 A popular Reach event, the tug-of-war over the Lode - the losing team is pulled
down the bank and into the water! - was incorporated into the Fair in 1970.

King Len
I

n 1952, a Public Enquiry was opened to discuss the proposal to move Reach from the parish
of Burwell into the parish of Swaffham Prior. The idea met with a great deal of resistance
from the people of the village, and eventually the entirely new parish of Reach was created,
the inaugural Parish Council meeting taking place in April, 1954.

At the time of the Public Enquiry, local resident Len Warren began delving into local records
and concluded from his researches that the charter issued by King John had granted to Reach
the perpetual right to self-government over a considerable portion of the local area,
encompassing parts of Exning, Newmarket and Newmarket Heath. In the absence of a
successor to Count Allen of Reach, murdered at Ely in 1349, Warren claimed the right to rule
over the ‘Kingdom’ of Reach, and appointed himself ‘Ombudsman’, a title he seemed to prefer
to the one by which he was thereafter known: ‘King Len’.

66 ibid.
67 May 2nd, 1989

Background: Fair Green, Reach. Photo: A. Murkin
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H

e announced publicly his loyalty to the Queen, and stated his intention to return Reach
to the Crown as soon as its independence was recognised. The Rural District Council,
on which he was a councillor, and a government inquiry into county boundaries in
Newmarket in 1966, both provided a forum for his claims: the media kept him regularly in
the public eye throughout the 1960’s. Throughout, he maintained his intention to “fight for
home rule” for Reach. He would, he said, attempt to ensure that the Fair was “opened by
royalty, as it should be.”68

Sooner or later, he maintained, “I am bound to be declared owner of Newmarket racecourse,
which I have claimed as rightful ruler of Reach under the Common Registration Act. When
the revenue from that starts coming in we will really be able to start things moving.”

His personal view of British history was set out in a letter to the Cambridge Evening News in
1977:
“On January 25, 1349, my predecessor, Count Allen of Reach, was taken to Ely, tortured and
brutally murdered by the then Bishop of Ely and the Master of Peterhouse College,
Cambridge. They, like all those people living in the Kingdom of Reach had to pay taxes to
Reach, and this they objected to.
Count Allen’s relations and some close friends wondered if they would be next to be
murdered. Some of them therefore collected as much of their wealth, cattle, soldiers and as
many reliable slaves as possible and left the area. They went to the area we now call Scotland,
where they found a few tribes and they educated the unlearned folk to speak the Anglelander
language, which we now call English.
. . . Some went to the area we now call Wales. It was these who fled from Reach who named
the island off Wales Anglesey. This was to remind them of home, because the original name
of Reach was Anglesea.”69

I

t is interesting to speculate what might have happened, had Reach’s independence been
granted: the 1948 Ealing comedy, Passport to Pimlico, was based on such a notion, and, in
modern Europe, the tiny independent states of Andorra, Monaco and San Marino flourish as
a result of their special status. In 1966, the possibility of ‘pirate’ radio stations basing
themselves in Reach was discussed - and approved of by King Len.70 The British Government
was refusing to issue licences to pop music stations at this time, and as a consequence a
number - Radio ‘Caroline’, for example - were operating from ships in international waters,
just off the coast. It was argued that the Kingdom of Reach was similarly outside the British
government’s jurisdiction. In 1970, plans for the establishment of ‘Radio Carolina’ were
reported in the press.71 Sadly, Reach was never to achieve independence, and still, by the time
of his death in August, 1979, King Len was not officially recognised by the British
Government.72

68 Independent Press, May 7th, 1970
69 Cambridge Evening News, Feb 14th, 1977
70 Cambridge Evening News, Aug 23rd, 1966
71 Cambridge Evening News, Oct 19th, 1970
72 Cambridge Daily News, Dec 4th, 1952; Cambridge News, Feb 8th, 1968, July 12th, 1969
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A

t one time, the village was reputed to have had 7 churches and 7 pubs. As far as the
churches are concerned, there is evidence of only one - already dilapidated by the time it
was described by antiquarian William Cole in the 18th Century. In the mid-19th Century, a
chapel and a new church - St.Etheldreda’s - were built.
The chapel was the responsibility of prominent Burwell resident, Edward Ball, who explained
his actions, saying:
“The Sabbath day was shamefully violated. People from adjoining villages resorted thither to
witness Cock-fighting, etc. on that day. I thought it therefore not inconsistent with my
secular duties to establish a school, to occasion a chapel to be built by myself or by others, to
have public service done every Sabbath day there.”73

Two views of
the former
chapel.
Photos: A.
Murkin

73 Evidence in the case Attorney-General v. Baines
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T

he chapel was converted into a private house in 1972, but the church still stands, having
survived a lightning strike in September, 1958, which caused considerable damage,
making holes in the roof and wall and stopping the church clock. The stained glass window
over the altar was blown out almost in one piece.74

Of the many pubs in the village, the last one, the White Horse, closed in 1967. Before that,
the citizens of Reach were spoiled for choice, with the White Horse, the Black Swan, the Bull,
the Black-Eyed Susan (or the Black-Eyed Susan of the Evil Eye), the Cabin (or Uncle Tom’s
Cabin), the Ship, and the Moon and Sixpence. After the closure of the White Horse, there was
no pub in the village until Church Farm House was converted into the aptly-named Dyke’s
End, which opened in August, 1975. Dyke’s End, closed in 1984, re-opening as King’s Reach
in April, 1985. After a further period of closure, it reopened in late 1999.

S

tanding close to Reach, looking out across the Fen, one writer muses “This is not just the
end of southern Cambridgeshire: it is the end of an entire world.”75

Roman Burwell
I

n 43 A.D., an invading Roman army landed in south-eastern Britain and heralded four
centuries of Roman rule. The traditional view that the Romans brought a completely new
way of life - in short, civilisation - to a society that was still essentially barbarous, has more
recently been questioned.
One of the first consequences of the Roman invasion was the construction of a comprehensive
system of roads, built by the army. Prior to the arrival of the Romans, there were no
engineered roads in Britain - only trackways which followed the natural routes across the
countryside. In places the Roman roads followed these ancient routes, but frequently they
took a more direct course.
The native British and Roman religious systems were compatible in a number of ways,
including the veneration of sacred places in the landscape, the importance of ritual sacrifice,
and corresponding festivals during the year. Many sacred sites from the pre-Roman period
continued to be venerated after A.D. 43, and in many cases new gods were worshipped
alongside the old. The cults practised in Britain were idiosyncratic, but they were greatly
influenced by the religions of Rome. Also affected were burial practices, and there was a
general shift towards cremation.

74 Cambridge News, September 5th, 1958
75 A.K. Astbury, The Black Fens
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s trade expanded, a monetary system based on low denomination coinage became
established, and the levels of production in many existing industries, such as pottery,
increased dramatically. Innovations such as the potter’s wheel also came into use on a large
scale at this time. In the construction industry, bricks, tiles, shale and stone began to be used
in addition to wattle and daub and timber. Many researchers believe that a number of new,
or at least improved, plant varieties were introduced by the Romans, including rye, oats, vetch,
and flax, as well as cabbage, parsnip, turnip, carrots and other vegetables, fruit trees such as
the vine, plum, apple, mulberry, and walnut, and flowers such as the rose, violet, lily, pansy
and poppy. There were rebellions - notably those of Caractacus and Boadecia [Boudicca] but finally there was peace. Warfare was endemic in Iron Age society, but after the fighting
associated with the Conquest ended, cattle raiding, capture into slavery, and battles with
neighbouring tribes were no longer a threat.76

According to one writer:
“The chalk uplands . . . seem to have been entirely unattractive for Romano-British settlement
or arable agriculture, perhaps having become deforested and the soils exhausted before the
Iron Age . . . The uplands may have been used, therefore, as a pasture for sheep. This
function, with the exception of an occasional drove or field boundary will have left few
archaeological traces.”77

H

owever, there are quite a number of sites in and around Burwell where Roman remains
have been uncovered. Just across the Devil’s Dyke, between Swaffham Road and Reach,
the remains of a substantial Roman villa were excavated by T.D. Atkinson,78 and on the south
side of Swaffham Road, between the Dyke and Swaffham Prior, excavations revealed an
associated building, thought to be a mausoleum. In various places in the fields on the Burwell
side of the Dyke there is evidence of Roman settlement: “Roman pottery . . . roof tiles and
fragments of a glass bowl” were found between the Dyke and Crownall Farm (on the north
side of Swaffham Road), and immediately to the east of the farm “a number of pits containing
Roman pottery have been noted during ditch-cutting.”79
Alongside the track between Burwell and Landwade, opposite the former railway line, a
further villa was discovered in 1904, and excavated in the 1950’s.
The area between this site and Ness Road was investigated by T.C. Lethbridge in March,
1952. Pottery sherds, dating from the 2nd Century or later, were collected, having been
brought to the surface by farming activity, together with some building materials. It was
thought that this too was the site of a “villa or homestead”.80 Roof tiles and pottery fragments
were later found here in 1969.

76 Debbie Day, British Archaeology, Issue 30, December 1997
77 An Archaeological Investigation of the Dullingham to Swaffhams Pipeline, Ben Robinson
78 CAS 8
79 Inventory of Historical Monuments
80 Catalogue of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge
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t the beginning of 1977 a
decorated 4th century
Roman lead tank was discovered,
with the aid of a metal detector, in
a field owned by John Clark,
“south of the castle site”81 in
Burwell.
Now prominently
displayed in the Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology in
Cambridge, it is 75cm in
diameter and 45cm high originally round, but squashed
into an oval as a result of being
buried,82 and roughly the size of a
tin bath.
The Roman tank, or bath, discovered in Burwell
in 1977.
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology,
Downing Street, Cambridge. Photo: A. Murkin

In fact, it was more or less
accurately described in the village
magazine, Clunch, at the time as
looking like “a very heavy, ornate
and impractical hip bath.”83 It
would hold 45 gallons (205 litres), the same as a typical modern oil drum. Its function is
unknown, but as similar ‘tanks’ found locally have sometimes been decorated with Christian
symbols it is thought that it may have had some religious ritual purpose84 - “less likely
evidence of the proverbial Roman cleanliness than the Godliness of the 4th Century
inhabitants of Burwell.”85

T

.C. Lethbridge, in the 1920’s and 30’s, found Roman remains on the site of the AngloSaxon cemetery between Mill Lane and Newmarket Road86 and the castle in Spring
Close87; other sites of Roman remains include fields between Reach Road and the castle site,
between Low Road and the Leys path, and the field immediately to the north of the
Recreation Ground, where a hoard of bronze bowls, cauldrons and other vessels from this
period were ploughed up by a farmer in 1966. In addition, a number of items, mostly pottery,
but also including an interesting pewter bowl with an octagonal rim,88 have been found in the
Fen.

T

he Romans built a number of waterways in the area, for the purposes of draining the
Fens, and for navigation. Burwell Old Lode - some way to the north of the present
Burwell Lode - may well have been a Roman construction. Reach Lode, judging by the
amount of Roman material found along the causeway beside it, was heavily used at this time,
and Reach was evidently an important inland port in the area.

81 Burwell Museum, A-V Room
82 Catalogue of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge
83 Clunch, May 1977
84 Christopher J. Guy, CAS 68
85 Clunch, ibid.
86 CAS 27 - 30
87 CAS 37
88 Catalogue of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge
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nder the Roman Emperor Diocletian, the Empire was divided and responsibility for the
Western part, including Britain, was given to a soldier called Maximian. To overcome
the menace of Saxon and Frankish pirate raids, an officer, Carausius, was given the task of reorganising the fleet, the Classis Britannica. Promotion seemed to go to his head, for “not only
did he keep booty from the pirates for his own use, he also set himself up as an independent
emperor in Britain.”89 From 286 - 293AD Carausius ruled Britain and substantial territories
on the Continent. In 293, however, the continental territories were lost, and Carausius was
assassinated, to be replaced by his finance minister Allectus. Allectus ruled for 3 years over an
empire confined to Britain only, but in 296AD he was defeated and killed by the Emperor
Constantius, father of Constantine the Great, and the country returned to control from
Rome.90 It is possible that the Devil’s Dyke may have been constructed during this time.
In the year 381, Magnus Maximus - “born in the land of Britain”91 - was declared Emperor
by the legions in Britain, and took most of the best soldiers with him to the continent; there
he “slew the Emperor Gratian; and drove his brother, whose name was Valentinian, from his
country (Italy).”92 Maximus ruled a breakaway empire, consisting of Britain, Spain, Gaul
[France] and Africa from 383 to 388, but Valentinian later returned with an army, defeated
Maximus, and became Emperor himself.
In 410 Emperor Honorius told the British he could not send any further troops to defend the
islands, and on August 24th that year Rome itself was sacked by the Goths. In 418, the
Romans “collected all the hoards of gold that were in Britain; and some they hid in the earth,
so that no man afterwards might find them, and some they carried away with them into
Gaul.”93 After almost 400 years, the rule of the Empire was at an end.

Reach Road
S

ince the port of Reach was used extensively by the Romans, the road to Burwell would
have been an important one at that time - and no doubt before that: a coin dating back to
the Iron Age was found in this area, between Burwell and Reach, “some years ago”.94

According to Julius Caesar, the Iron Age Britons used “either brass or iron rings, determined
at a certain weight, as their money.”95 However, they were clearly more sophisticated than
this: amongst Iron Age exhibits in the British Museum96 can be seen coins made of gold, used
in southern England as far as back as 80 B.C., and sword-shaped iron bars also used as
currency in the pre-Roman period. The first coins produced in this country - normally of
gold, silver or bronze - were made by the Celtic tribes, 11 in all, who lived in the Southern
half of England during the Iron Age. Although some were made as early as 100BC, the
majority appeared in the hundred years or so between about 65BC and the year of the Roman
invasion, 43AD. The Iceni - the tribe in this area - continued to issue coins for some time
after the arrival of the Romans, and for a while, both their currency and the Romans’ were
used at the same time.97
89 Cambridgeshire Early History, Jeffrey Barham
90 2000 Years of British Coins and Medals, John Kent

94 Reach - A Brief History, C.W.R.D. Moseley
95 Gallic Wars, 5.12

91 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
92 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

96 Room 68 [HSBC Money Gallery]
97 2000 Years of British Coins and Medals, John Kent; The Coin

93 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

Yearbook, 1998, ed. Mackay, Mussell & Coin News; Coins of
England and the United Kingdom, 1997, ed. Mitchell & Reads
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T

he particular example found here was a 1st Century AD coin of the Catuvellauni, the
tribe whose lands were to the South-West.98 Collectors refer to Celtic coins by names
such as the ‘gold quarter’, the ‘silver unit’ or the ‘silver minim’, but actually no one knows what
the Iron Age people themselves called them.

It was not long before Roman coins superseded the English. Again, they were normally made
of precious metals, such as gold, silver and bronze. One of the most common Roman coins
was the denarius, and it was this coin which led to the letter ‘d’ being used to mean ‘pence’ in
the money we used in Britain right up to 1971 - the year of decimalisation. Although the
letter ‘s’ which was used then is commonly taken to stand for ‘shilling’, it actually comes from
another Roman coin, the solidus. The £ sign is a representation of the letter ‘L’, for libra, the
Latin word for pound. Generally, Roman coins included the Emperor’s head on one side: the
other was often used to draw the public’s attention to imperial achievements. Britain was not
often depicted this way on coins, but examples exist from the reigns of the Emperors Claudius
[41 - 54AD], Hadrian [117 - 138AD], Antoninus Pius [138 - 161AD], Commodus [180 192AD] and Septimus Severus [193 - 211AD].99 Two 4th Century Roman brass coins were
unearthed during excavations in 1925 by T.C. Lethbridge at the Anglo-Saxon cemetery in
Burwell.100

S

tanding at the junction of Reach Road and Weirs Drove, facing north, the parish of Reach,
created in 1953, begins to your left. Ahead of you lies the road referred to as Fen Drove
on Ordnance Survey maps until 1926, when Weirs Drove, its present name, is first used. In
the 19th century, on the Burwell side of Weirs Drove at this corner, there was a sheep wash,
fed by the springs close to the site of the castle to the north-east. In fact, this corner was for
a long time known as “the Sheepwash.” Parish Council records refer to letters sent to the
District Council requesting them to surface the road “from the Hythe Bridge to the
Sheepwash” in September, 1898 and June, 1901; in November, 1899, the Burwell Drainage
and Navigation Board had written on the same subject, referring to the location by the same
name; much later even, in March, 1932, arrangements are made to repair “the footbridge near
the Sheepwash.” There is scant evidence now that the sheep wash was here - the ditch widens
slightly as it approaches the corner, but is very overgrown.

Leys
I

n 1925, Herefordshire businessman and local historian Alfred Watkins published a book
called The Old Straight Track, which proved extraordinarily influential in the field of
landscape studies.
Four years earlier, sitting in a car one June afternoon during a visit to Blackwardine in
Herefordshire, Watkins happened to consult a map of the area. Suddenly he realised that a
number of prehistoric and other ancient sites in the neighbourhood were placed in such a way
that, if joined up, they formed straight lines across the landscape.101

98 Moseley, ibid.
99 Kent; Mackay Mussell & Coin News; Mitchell & Reads, ibid.
100 Catalogue of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge
101 Paul Devereux, The Leyhunter Magazine

Background: Roman Lead Tank from Burwell.
Photo: A. Murkin
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tudying maps at home, and pacing the countryside, Watkins became convinced that these
alignments were not accidental: he surmised that they were the remnants of a system of
ancient trading routes, widely used in prehistory, modified throughout the Bronze and Iron
ages, but fallen into disuse during the early historical period. These routes were marked by
such features as mounds, moats, churches, mark-stones, crossroads, river-crossings,
earthworks, stone circles and hilltops.102 He named them ‘leys’ [pronounced ‘lays’], after the
Anglo-Saxon word for ‘meadow’ - the Leys [pronounced ‘lees’], the area between Low Road
and the Causeway, and the Leys path in Burwell are derived from the same word - and first
published his ideas in 1922, in a book entitled Early British Trackways. Later, these alignments
became popularly known as ‘ley-lines’.

In fact, Watkins was not the first to realise that ancient sites were arranged to form alignments:
as long ago as 1778, William Chapple identified one leading from the megalithic remains at
Drewsteignton, Devon; and in 1846, Edward Duke described for the first time in print, an
alignment involving several ancient sites, including the famous monuments of Stonehenge,
Avebury and Silbury Hill in Wiltshire.103

While orthodox archaeologists poured scorn on Watkins’ ideas, many people were intrigued
by the possibility that ancient man was able to survey the country so accurately and place sites
in such a way. It had formerly been universally accepted that the Romans were the first people
in these islands capable of such works. A Society was formed, and ‘ley-hunters’ got to work in
all corners of the land; Watkins himself wrote 4 books on alignments which he had identified,
the last of which, Archaic Tracks Around Cambridge, appeared in 1932, 3 years before his
death, and included two leys with sites in Burwell.

A large number of theories have been developed since the 1920’s to explain the alignment of
ancient sites. As well as Watkins’ idea of trading routes, some researchers - including Arthur
Lawton, in the 1930’s - have suggested that an energy or force flows along the lines; UFO’s
were invoked by writers such as Tony Wedd in the 1960’s - the craft were said to use the lines
as navigational aids; planets and stars were found to align with them; in the 1970’s John
Michell and Michael Behrend identified enormous and precise geometrical patterns formed
by the positioning of significant sites; more recent research, particularly in the New World,
where actual lines, as opposed to aligning sites, criss-cross the landscape, has suggested that
straight paths may have been used for ritual procession; and current work in this field connects
such landscape features with cultures in which straight lines trace the out-of-body ‘flight’ of a
shaman or ‘holy man’ in a trance induced by hallucinogenic drugs.104

Whatever their origin - and they may have begun as mystic or ritual features which were only
later adopted for secular use - there is no doubt that long, straight landscape features do
actually exist in Britain: more than 50 examples have now been identified of late Neolithic
avenues, where 2 ditch and bank earthworks run parallel for some miles, usually with square
or rounded ends.105

102 Alfred Watkins, The Old Straight Track
103 Lines on the Landscape, Nigel Pennick and Paul Devereux
104 Leys and Zodiacs - An Introduction, Nigel Pennick; The Leyhunter Magazine, ibid.
105 The Leyhunter Magazine, ibid.

Map 11: Alignments identified by Alfred
Watkins as ‘leys’ or ‘ley-lines’ which pass
through Burwell.

W

atkins himself identified 2 leys which pass through
Burwell, both including this junction:106 the first,
pointing East-West, links this point with the churches at
Exning, Burwell St Mary, Holywell and St Ives; it begins at
Bury Hill, Newmarket - an excellent sighting-point if you
take the view, as Watkins did, that leys were conventionally
surveyed by ancient people - and takes in Cottenham
churchyard, a Coldharbour Farm (one of the types of placename around the country which Watkins considered
significant) between Willingham and Over, and Soldier’s Hill,
close to Denny Abbey between Waterbeach and Chittering.
The second, aligned directly North-South, commences at this point: to the south it passes
through the gap where Swaffham Road cuts through the Devil’s Dyke, a tumulus [mound]
close to the junction of the A11 and A14, Allington Hill just north of Six Mile Bottom, and
Ashdon church, just north-east of Saffron Walden, Essex.
The fact that many of these sites - the churches, for example - are plainly not of Neolithic
origin, is explained by the largely unsubstantiated, but perhaps not unreasonable, assumption
that they occupy positions which have been of sacred or other importance for millennia, and
have evolved into their present form and use over time. The site of the burh or ‘fort’ which
gives Burwell its name, for example, has not been identified, and may well be beneath the
present-day church, or the ruins of the Norman castle.
106 Archaic Tracks Round Cambridge
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n the final analysis, however, over-enthusiastic leyhunters were often mistaken in believing
that their alignments were more than chance occurrences, and that the sites they identified
were of unique significance; leys, according to the most exhaustive examination of the subject
as it stood in 1983, “are not intentional alignments of evolved sites that were first established
in the Neolithic period, but are coincidental alignments of otherwise unrelated features.”107

The truth, as ever, lies somewhere between two extremes: the study of which ley-hunting is a
part, known as ‘Earth Mysteries’, is, in comparison to Archaeology, “a Cinderella”.108
“Progress has been painfully slow, surrounded by confusing and spurious signals from
inadequately informed sceptics on the one hand, and over-credulous popularist elements on
the other.”109 Nevertheless, the explosion of interest in the subject which followed the first
appearance in print of Watkins’ ideas had a significance in itself, in emphasising the degree of
fascination which exists with the landscape, the notion that it is important, and the strong
desire to understand it fully; many followed Watkins’ advice: “It is dull work reading about
mounds and stones and hill-notches in comparison with going out on the face of God’s earth
to hunt them up.”110 Modern research in this field, which acknowledges that Watkins’
observations encompassed not one, but a variety of different kinds of alignment111 is certain
to add something to what we have been able to learn from traditional disciplines about the
land around us.

Reach Road
R

each Road was formerly known as ‘Scotred Lane’, and is marked as such on the 1926
Ordnance Survey map. This is a very old name, referred to in a land transfer record of
1454, in which John Waleys and his wife Margaret came into possession of a “tenement of 15
acres of land . . . next to Scotryde.”
These days, farmers are used to describing the size of their fields in hectares - 100 hectares is
1 square kilometre - but the basic unit of area was formerly the acre. There are 4840 square
yards in a acre, and 640 acres is a square mile. An acre is about 0.4 hectares.

107 Tom Williamson and Liz Bellamy, Ley Lines in Question
108 Pennick and Devereux, op. cit.
109 Pennick and Devereux, op. cit.
110 The Ley Hunter’s Manual
111 The Leyhunter Magazine, ibid.

Background: The Box Factory Social Club building.
Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)
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W

alking into the village along this road, a track known as Love Lane leads off to the right,
beside the industrial units and Eastern Counties Training. Between the road and the
site of the castle to your left, as you pass the first houses, evidence of Roman settlement has
been found in the fields: large amounts of Roman pottery and roof tiles have been revealed
here during ploughing. During the Second World War a Hurricane fighter plane crash-landed
here, and the pilot, sadly, was killed.
The Burwell Community Fire and Rescue Station is on the right, followed by the buildings
of the former Box Factory, which stretch all the way round to the junction with Swaffham
Road. The fire engine arrived here in November, 1976, and was manned by a trained crew of
14 Box Factory employees. Their first call-out was on the 22nd of the month when they
attended a fire which had broken out in the kitchen of a house in the village.
Just round the corner on the left is Scotred Close, followed by the Sports and Social Club,
formerly associated with the Box Factory, in the corner of Mingay Park, named after Gilbert
Mingay. The 1886 Ordnance Survey map shows a sand pit in this area.

T

he very distinctive ‘pagoda’ style main building, designed by Cambridge architects Ellis
& Gardner, was constructed in the 1960’s and opened in June, 1965 by Valerie Pym, wife
of local MP Francis Pym. At the opening ceremony Mrs Pym said that her children, watching
the building in the course of construction, had decided that it must be “a rocket base or
bandstand.”112

The distinctive main building of the Social Club, formerly associated with the Box Factory,
pictured in the 1960’s. Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)
112 Cambridge News, 28th June, 1965

T

he cricket pavilion was erected in 1992, and officially opened in July, 1993. Cricket has
been played here for many years, but not as far back as the early 1950’s, when Burwell
achieved a rare distinction in the sport. A local newspaper described the match:

Above: Mingay Park, showing
the cricket pavilion and Social
Club buildings.
Below: A match in progress.
Photos: A. Murkin

“Frank Cullum can remember the winning run he scored
for Lode against Burwell in the Bottisham & District
second team match in 1953 as if it were yesterday. ‘I
opened the innings and hit the winning run from the first
ball,’ he said.”

B

urwell had been dismissed for 0, and local officials were said to be attempting to get the
event recognised by the Guinness Book of Records. Sadly, Guinness mostly restrict
themselves to First Class and Test Match records, but it certainly must have been one of the
shortest games ever, with Burwell’s innings lasting a mere 7 overs and 5 balls, including no
fewer than 5 run-outs.

‘If they missed the ball, they were out,’ recalled Cullum.
‘If they hit it they were caught, and whenever they tried
to run they were out.’113

113 ‘Press Report’, uncredited, quoted in Clunch, Nov 1980
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Box Factory
T

he business which occupied this site until July, 1998 was begun by A.R. Paske from
Kentford, starting in the former Primitive Methodist Chapel in North Street, “making
strawberry baskets.”114 It was a cottage industry at this time, the materials being delivered to
the workers’ homes and collected when the work was finished. After a fire, the business
moved to a barn behind ‘Briarwood’, a house in North Street opposite St Andrew’s church,
close to the junction with Silver Street. First registered as ‘Corrugated Fittings” in 1951, the
company was acquired by the Tillotson Group in 1956, but without changing the name.115
It was after another fire at the North Street premises that the company was forced to build on
agricultural land, which it had bought in 1955, here in Reach Road.116 At that time, the piece
of land was between the road and the railway, close to the station on the Cambridge Mildenhall line. The new factory of about 40,000 sq. ft. cost over £80,000 and was officially
opened on 23rd October, 1957.117 Its proximity to Burwell railway station made it
convenient for a special train to be chartered, arriving at midday with 150 shareholders and
guests for the opening ceremony. Work on specialised jobs continued at the North Street
premises.
In 1960 that the name was changed to Tillotson’s. In 1962, some 5 years after the move to
Reach Road, a spokesman for the company said:
“One aim of the firm is to produce package cases to replace
wooden boxes for the conveyance of fruit grown in the
area. This will not, however, detract from the longstanding contracts the firm has held with such businesses
as the Egg Marketing Board, Jacob’s Cream Crackers, Pye
Ltd. and Chivers.”118

114 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
115 Burwell Guide, 1967
116 Reg Hancock, interviewed by Kay Brooks, Clunch, July 1987
117 Newmarket Journal, 24th Oct, 1957
118 Independent Press and Chronicle, Feb 2nd, 1962

The Box Factory from the edge of
Spring Close. Photo: A. Murkin
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Early advertisement for
Tillotson’s, fromthe
History of the Parish
Church of St Mary,
1961

U

nfortunately, the change of location, and the acquisition of new machinery was not
popular with everyone, and in October, 1965, there were complaints from people living
nearby about the noise from the factory. The following month, a resident of Reach Road was
quoted as saying:
“We have to use earplugs to block out the noise. In the summer the noise from the factory at
night is quite impossible . . . Sometimes the noise is so terrible I feel like going over there and
throwing a bomb inside.”119

And, from Swaffham Road, too, came the following comments:
“At night all one can hear is the noise like an air-raid siren”
“The noise and constant whirring is driving me mad.”120

Even local MP Francis Pym was asked to take the matter up, but said:
“The disturbance is a serious matter and in no way to be underrated. To their credit
Tillotson’s have tried to face this issue squarely and have not hesitated to spend money to
reduce the noise.”121

119 Cambridge News, 4th Nov, 1965
120 Cambridge News, ibid.
121 Cambridge News, 11th Nov, 1965

The Box Factory from Mingay Park. Photo: A. Murkin

D

espite the problems, the company continued to prosper, and rapidly became the major
employer in the village. By 1967 there were 500 employees here - at a time when the
village population was scarcely over 4,000.

Below Left: The first buildings erected on the Reach Road site, pictured in 1960. The station, signal box and
platforms are still visible behind the new factory.
Photo: Cambridge University Collection of Air Photographs. Copyright Reserved.
Below Right: Cycling to work; Tillotson’s premises viewed from Ennion’s Corner in the 1960’s.
Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)
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T

here were two further takeovers in subsequent years, first by St. Regis Packaging, and then
by David Smith in April, 1986. At that time, the business was described as producing
“corrugated cases for transit packaging”, an operation which was then “fully automatic and
computer controlled.”122 Two aircraft hangars, more or less the only remnants of Newmarket
Heath RAF station at the far end of Heath Road, were used for storage, and the factory
produced an average 80 miles of corrugated board a day. The two corrugators at Burwell had
by then produced “more than 400,000 miles of board in their 25 years of service.”123 This
was the equivalent of 4 billion boxes: if laid end to end, this amount of board would just about
stretch to the moon and back.

122 Margaret Fulcher, Clunch, May 1987
123 Clunch, ibid.

The Box Factory
buildings, looking
north east (right) and
east (below).
Had they not been
demolished in 1967,
the railway station
platforms and buildings
would occupy the
foreground of all four
photographs of the
factory on these pages.
Photos: A. Murkin
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The Box Factory
buildings, looking
north.
Photo: A. Murkin

The Box Factory
buildings, looking
north west.
Photo: A. Murkin

Burwell is lucky still
to have a number of
traditional red
telephone boxes.
This one stands
between Reach Road
and Ennion’s
Corner.
Photos: A. Murkin

Map 12: The area covered by Part 3 of the Tour

3
High Street
T

he small piece of grass on your left, as you make the short walk to the next corner, is all
that remains of a much larger green which is said to have been destroyed when the railway
was constructed in the 1880’s.
On the left stands an attractive 17th century manor house. A well-known resident in the late
18th and early 19th centuries was Salisbury Dunn, and in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, farmer, J.P. and County Councillor, Robert Stephenson.

The Manor House Photo: A. Murkin
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or many years in the mid-20th century the house was owned by Colonel Cyril
O’Callaghan and his wife Margaret. Despite a common belief - which has appeared in
print - that Col. O’Callaghan was an American, this is not so: he was Irish, born in Carlow in
September, 1889, and received his rank from the British Army. He served in the North
Somerset Yeomanry, the 1st Royal Dragoons and the 10th Hussars, and was in active service
in France throughout the First World War, receiving the Military Cross in 1919. From 1927
- 1929, he was ADC to the High Commissioner for Egypt .
In 1929 he retired with the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel, and came to Burwell shortly
afterwards - Robert Stephenson had died in October of this year, at the age of 82. On the
outbreak of the Second World War, Lt.-Col. O’Callaghan was recalled for duty in the Military
Police, and worked in the War Office until the cessation of hostilities in 1945. He was
promoted to the rank of Colonel in 1944, and awarded an O.B.E. in 1946.

In his younger days, he was a first-class rugby player, captaining Middlesex, and making a
number of appearances for Ireland.1 In all, he played 7 times for his country, between 1910
- France’s first year in the ‘5 Nations’ championship - and 1912, when Ireland shared the
championship with England. Their record was good in these games, losing only to Wales in
1910 and 1911, but recording wins over France in 1910, England, Scotland and France in
1911, and France again in 1912, in which Cyril’s first and only international try helped them
to a convincing 25 - 5 margin of victory.2 He lived in Burwell until his death at the age of 94
in April, 1983.
His wife, Margaret, was an active worker for the Red Cross in the Chippenham Division,3 and
formed the Burwell Women’s Detachment in 1939, meeting in the room beside the kitchen
in the manor house. For her work during the Second World War, especially in relation to the
R.A.F. Hospital, Ely, she was awarded the M.B.E.4

T

hree generations of the Dunn family by the name of Salisbury lived in the village in the
18th and 19th centuries. The first Salisbury Dunn was born in Isleham in October,
1725. His father, John, had married Alice, his mother, in Cheveley in December, 1721; their
son’s unusual but distinctive Christian name was his mother’s maiden name. On his death in
November, 1803, he is described in the Burwell Parish Records as “Salisbury Dunn, senior, of
the Parsonage.” His son Salisbury was born in about 1753, and married his wife, Anne Riste,
in Isleham in March, 1786. Their son, the third Salisbury, was born in about 1788 and died
in April, 1848; their daughter, Ann, married local businessman Edward Ball, who lived in the
village and later became M.P. for Cambridgeshire. Edward later named one of his sons
Salisbury, after his grandfather. A fourth Salisbury Dunn, born to the third Salisbury and his
wife, Anne, unfortunately died at the age of only 3, in February, 1832.

1 Clunch, May 1984
2 Rothman’s Rugby Union Yearbook, 1997 - 1998; The Complete Who’s Who of International Rugby; The Guinness Encyclopaedia of
International Sports Records and Results
3 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
4 Dorothy Grainger, Clunch, May 1982

Background: The Manor House Oast House and Maltings. Photo: A. Murkin
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C

onnected with this house is a
maltings, dating from “no later
than the 18th century,”5 on the
corner of a small lane, Mandeville,
which leads around the grounds of
the manor house towards the church
and Spring Close at the rear. Dr.
Above, Below and Right: Three views of the
E.A.R. Ennion identifies this as one
Manor House maltings.
of three maltings in the village in the
Photos: A. Murkin
1940’s, the others being behind the
White Horse Inn (now a private
house, further along the High Street, past the church) and, now converted into a row of
cottages, in Malting Yard (Burnt Yard, North Street).6 10 years earlier, however, Dr Charles
Lucas counts nine: Dunn’s (this one), Carter’s, Fuller’s, the Parsonage (on the corner of
Parsonage Lane and Low Road), Harding’s, one at Burnt Yard (North Street), two at Jerusalem
opposite, and one at Sabberton’s (No. 105 North Street, opposite the former St Andrew’s
church, close to the corner of Silver Street).7 In the early part of the 19th century, Pigot’s and
Kelly’s Directory listed a number of ‘maltsters’ in the village: in 1830, William Bryant, Richard
Foster & Son and William Shelverton; in 1839, Edward Ball; in 1830 and 1839, James &
John Hall; in 1830, 1839 and 1847, Salisbury Dunn; and in 1847, Robert Bryant.8 Of these,
at least one, Salisbury Dunn - the third generation by this name - was principally a farmer.
5 Alderton & Booker, The Batsford Guide to the Industrial
Archaeology of East Anglia
6 Adventurers Fen
7 The Fenman’s World
8 Pigot: 1830, 1839; Kelly: 1847
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T

he front part of the maltings building, closest to the main road, is a tiled oast house (or
“kiln”9). The much larger rear part is thatched, having been renovated in the mid-1980’s
by Mike Gernat, who then owned the Manor House, with the aid of a £1000 Council grant.
This was no small task for thatcher Bill Pepper, who used 3,500 bundles of reeds restoring just
one side of the massive 100ft-long roof.10
Within 3 years, however, he had to do it all over again: an electrical fault was believed to have
been responsible for a fire in July, 1990, which caused severe damage to this part of the
building. Nearby houses were evacuated and rush-hour traffic diverted as 7 fire engines and
40 firemen fought for four hours to control the blaze.11 According to a report at the time,
“the destruction was considerable.”12 Inside the building:
“the magnificent timbers of the ground floor were unharmed; those on the first floor
somewhat charred, but largely recoverable; and the oast house roof remained intact. Whilst
the top floor was completely destroyed, approximately one-third of the ‘puddled clunch’
flooring, which is of considerable architectural interest, has been saved.”13

O

ne of the few remaining dovecotes in the village stands here, to the west side of the
manor house.

9 Alderton & Booker, op. cit.
10 Newmarket Journal, 1st Aug, 1985;
Cambridge Evening News, 13th Sept, 1985,
4th April, 1987
11 Cambridge Evening News, 27th July, 1990
12 Clunch, Nov 1990
13 Clunch, ibid.

Two views of the manor house
dovecote. Photos: A. Murkin
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P

hotographs from the
1920’s show a small,
also thatched, cottage on
the High Street, opposite
the maltings on the other
side of the entrance to
Mandeville.
The thatched house to the
left of the manor was
converted from an 18th
Century barn in 1985. At
the time of its sale in
January of that year, it was
described as a “magnificent
18th
century
barn,”
boasting a “substantial oak
frame with clunch and brick
walls under a thatched
roof.”14

T

he art of thatching, which has changed little
since mediaeval times, is one of the oldest
building crafts still practised.
When a thatcher is at work on a roof, bundles of
reeds are taken up, six at a time, and dressed into
position with a special tool called a leggett, a flat,
square block of wood with a handle. Thin hazel
sticks hold the thatch in place, and these in turn
are fastened to the rafters with an iron hook, or
tarred twine, passed around the rafters with a long
needle. Sedge is used on the roof ridge, and
further hazel or willow is often used as decoration
here.

Above: Thatching taking place on the row of
cottages which stands just round the corner in
the High Street.
Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)
Top Right: View of the maltings from the 1930’s.
The cottages behind it, now demolished, and the
thatched buildings above were formerly the two ends
of a long,
curving row running right round this corner.
Photo: C. Cudworth (Camb. Coll.)
Facing Page: The manor house maltings, looking
west, showing the site of the former cottages.
Photo: A. Murkin

Although the construction of a typical roof has not
changed for hundreds of years, there are some
modern innovations, such as the use of wire mesh
to discourage birds from nesting in the thatch, and
the insertion of a narrow copper strip along the
ridge, which allows minute quantities of copper to
be released when it rains, inhibiting the growth of
moss and algae.15

14 Bedford County Property Agents, Sales Particulars, 12th Jan, 1985
15 The Marshland World, Ron Wilson & Pat Lee
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High Street/Isaacson
Road Junction
T

his junction has been known for generations as ‘Doctor’s Corner’, due to the presence of
a building which was, for a long time, a surgery. More formally, it was known as
‘Ennion’s Corner’ after the doctor who had the surgery built in 1904. Earlier it was known
as “Isaacson’s Corner” after the family who occupied the house at No. 4 and No. 6; and earlier
still as ‘Dunn’s Maltings Corner’, after the Maltings in the grounds of the Manor House
opposite, and a previous resident, Salisbury Dunn.
Facing north, on the triangular piece of grass in the centre of the junction, the High Street
ahead of you turns towards the centre of the village, Isaacson Road forks behind you, and joins
the High Street to your right, slightly in front of you, and to your left, slightly behind you.
The High Street itself passes from left to right in front of you.

Directly behind you stands the building which gives this corner its popular name: the doctor’s
surgery, ‘Harlech House’, No. 2, High St. From 1904 to 1926 the doctor here was Dr
Octavius Ennion, and from 1926, his son, Dr Eric (E.A.R.) Ennion who managed to combine
the practice with a life of exploration of the area - particularly the Fens - and wrote
knowledgeably and passionately about it. When he retired in 1945, he left the village and
went to Flatford Mill in Suffolk - made famous by the Constable painting - where he opened
a Field Study Centre. Later, he moved to Mink’s House, near Seahouses in Northumberland,
and set up a bird observatory there, overlooking the Farne Islands, finally retiring to
Shalbourne, Wiltshire, where he continued to paint birds right up to his death in 1981.16
According to Dick Abbott - long-time occupant of No. 6 High Street, across the road - there
are still quite a lot of his paintings in Burwell.17

Facing
Page: The
former
doctor’s
surgery.
Photo: A.
Murkin

Dr Ennion was, in turn, succeeded by Dr Robert Elliott, who practised here for 34 years, until
his retirement in July, 1979. Dr Elliott, who was from Hexham, Northumbria, remained in
that area for the first years of his professional life, qualifying as a doctor in Newcastle, and
working in nearby Allendale. When he first came to Burwell there were not, as he put it
“many outsiders.” It was not common for people to own cars and commute into Cambridge
to work, which is why, he said at the time he retired, “a lot of old people here are more than
patients to me. They are friends.” A doctor’s life was quite a busy one: he recalled being
summoned by the Police one night when he was attending a formal ball, dressed in top hat
and tails. Having no time to change, he left the party and spent the night assisting at 2 very
difficult births, arriving back late for surgery in the morning. The queue waiting to consult
him seemed sceptical of his excuse, in view of the way he was still dressed.

T

he doctor’s surgery remained here until the late 1970’s.

16 Adventurer’s Fen Revisited, G.R. Seamons, Cambridgeshire, Huntingdon & Peterborough Life, Sep 1983; A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, July 1981
17 Off The Beaten Track, with Lester Millbank and Mike Petty, BBC Radio Cambridgeshire, April, 1992
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T

he building to your right, Nos. 4 and 6 High St. - since 1974 ‘Dick Abbott’s Gallery’ - is
quite possibly the oldest in the village, and is described by 18th Century antiquarian
William Cole as “an old House at the End of the Town as you go to Newmarket, which House
has much the Look of a Religious one.”18 It dates from the early to mid-14th century, and
may have been part of a larger group on the site. When it was first built, it was probably a
hospice, associated with the Priory of St. John - said to have been on the site of Parsonage
Farm, on the corner of Parsonage Lane and Low Road - its purpose being “to minister to the
wants of wayfarers and the poor, sick and needy, affording temporary shelter and sustenance
and relief of temporary illness and distress.”19 Along the basement wall, three stone shields
were found during restoration work, bearing a black cross on a white background - the sign
of the Knights Hospitaller (as distinct from the red cross of the more well-known Knights
Templar), indicating that the building belonged at one time to this order. Dick Abbott
suggests that, in the 14th century, the King is “almost certain to have stayed here.” The theory
behind this, he explains, is that the King “could travel from London to St Albans in a day; he
could travel from St Albans to here in a day; and he could travel from here to Ely and arrive
in the middle of the day.”20

18 British Museum, Harleian MS 5804
19 Lucas, op. cit.
20 Radio Cambridgeshire, ibid.

Above: Isaacson’s house as it is today. Photo: A. Murkin
Below Left: The row of cottages on Ennion’s Corner, now demolished, in the 1920’s.
Photo: J & S Postcard (Camb. Coll.)
Left: The middle cottage, showing the original timber structure. Photo: Camb. Coll.
Below: The cottages had once been painted white. Ennion’s Corner, c. 1910, showing the
Isaacson’s house to the right, and the pump which formerly stood on the greeen. Photo: Camb. Coll.

A

lterations were made to the house in the 18th century - being fitted with new windows,
amongst other things - and converted from one house to two in the 20th century. In the
18th and 19th centuries it was known as the ‘Old Manor House’, and later ‘Isaacson’s Farm’
after the family who had lived there since the 1700’s, and who also gave their name to the
adjacent Isaacson’s Road . The last member of the family to live there was Mary, who died in
1811.
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An interesting view
of the maltings in
the early years of the
20th Century,
showing the
demolished row of
cottages, the pump
on the green and the
oast house chimney.
Photo: Cambridge
Antiquarian Society
(Camb. Coll.)

A

n interesting story relating to the Isaacsons is told in the Quarter Session [Court] records
of the 18th Century, and reported by W.M. Palmer in the 1920’s. On May 24th, 1736,
Mark Coney of Burwell, made oaths to the following statements before Mr Robert Clark J.P:
“On Friday afternoon last, he met in Mr Isaacson’s yard in Burwell, three servants named
William Maynard, Thomas Floyers and Phillip Adams; the latter had under his arm what
looked like a rundlett containing 3 or 4 quarts wrapped up in a great coat.; he asked him what
he had under his arm, he said “Foul linen, going top be washed”; the deponent, seeing liquor
running out asked if the linen were wet! Whereupon the servant owned that it was liquor
which they had got out of Mr Isaacson’s cellar and desired he would drink part of it and not
discover them.”

Another deposition by William Isaacson of Landwade states that:
“Isaacson went from home about three weeks since and left about 3 half hogsheads and a
kilderkin of ale and 24 quarts of cowslip wine in his cellar: that on coming back he found the
cellar broken open, the corks drawn and about two-thirds of the liquor gone.”

“The large quantity of cowslip wine at once strikes one”, Palmer adds. “The number of
paigles required for it bears witness to the large extent of meadow and pasture land then
existing. The backs must have been sprinkled with the yellow flowers.”21

D

r E.A.R. Ennion recalls an old farmer who lived in the house with his wife, in around
1910. “I remember . . . the pair of them setting off for church: he in fusty Gladstonian
black and she in plum-coloured early Victorian, half a century out of date.”22
At least once in its history the house had become derelict - during restoration work in the late
20th Century, tree roots were uncovered inside;23 and during the First World War, the
building was used to house pigs and grain.24
In the late 1980’s, some slabbing gave way at the house, exposing an entrance to a tunnel.
Some 50 or more years previously, evidence of the top of an arch, thought to be an entrance
to a tunnel, had been discovered in St Mary’s churchyard, leading to speculation that the
house is - or was - linked by tunnel to the church.
21 The History Teachers’ Miscellany, Vol V, 1927
22 Adventurers Fen
23 Mary Abbott, Clunch, Sept 1982
24 Ernie Palmer, quoted in Clunch, ibid.

Right: A view of the
High Street from
Ennion’s Corner, in
the 1900’s.
Photo: F. Gillson
(Camb. Coll.)

Below: A closer view
of the cottage on the
left, as it is today
(Left. Photo: A.
Murkin) and as it
was in about 1905.
(Right. Photo:
Camb. Coll.)

Below: The same view in the 1960’s, showing that the cottage above is now the
last in the row. The pump on the green is still in place, but no longer in use.
Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)
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High Street
T

he cottage on the right hand side, No. 12, just before the long, high wall enclosing the
vicarage, is from the 17th century, and is now a private house. For some time it was a
grocer’s shop, owned by Mr Day in the late 1960’s, and Mr Mitchell before that.

Three views of the former shop at No. 12 High St.
Right: In the 1920’s, a horse and cart wait outside.
Photo: Camb. Coll.
Below Left: The shop, still thatched, now boasts advertising
signs and a larger window.
Photo: Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)
Below Right: A motor van stands outside the shop, which now
has a tin roof in place of the thatch.
Photo: J & S Postcard (Camb. Coll.)

The vicarage. Photos: A. Murkin

T

he vicarage, No. 14, partly visible through the gateway, is Victorian, built in 1826 and
altered in 1868 - 69. Before it was built, vicars of the parish lived in the Parsonage, on
the corner of Parsonage Lane and Low Road.

A

fter the vicarage, No. 16, Shepherd’s Farm, was formerly a farmhouse. The yard behind
the house has now been built on.

Left: The
former shop at
No. 12 High St.
in the 1960’s.
Photo: Frith
Collection
(Camb. Coll.)
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T

he row of typical local clunch-built cottages on your left date from different periods, but
the earlier ones, from the 17th century, have had alterations over the years.

I

n No. 19 lived a well-known local personality, Dorothy
Grainger. Many present-day residents of Burwell will
remember her as the village photographer with her
husband Albert. They started the business in 1923 - it
“had its humble beginnings in a cupboard under the stairs
at Mr Grainger’s parents’ home on Ness Road”25 - and
from then until Albert’s death in the early 1950’s, they
photographed “every wedding in Burwell and in the whole
district around.”26 The house here was their shop, selling
film and cameras, and, at one time, phonograph records.

Above: The Graingers’ cottage, showing the
shop window. Photo: Camb .Coll.
Right: The cottages as they are now. The Graingers’ was the last one on
the right. Photo: A. Murkin

D

orothy was famous for the motorbike which she used to get around on: if working out
of the village she would “go and take a photograph of the wedding, and motorbike back
to Burwell, develop the plates . . . take the photographs back to the wedding reception and
get orders for the photographs on the spot.”27 Shortly after Albert’s death, Dorothy gave the
business up, but continued to take pictures as a hobby: a large number of them are to be found
in the Cambridgeshire Collection of the Central Library, Cambridge. She died on Christmas
Day, 1988, at the age of 95.
25 Maggie Girling, New market Journal, 28th Oct, 1976
26 John Clark, Radio Cambridgeshire, ibid.
27 Radio Cambridgeshire, ibid.
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O

ne photographic coup for which Dorothy became famous occurred in the 1950’s - the
Fall of the Giant Hailstones:
“It was November 6th, 1955. The weather was extraordinary for November, really warm, I
remember we had afternoon tea in a garden! . . . I arrived home at 2 a.m. (Sunday) and had
only just settled in when BANG, CRASH. It seemed as if something strange was happening
outside, and when those whopping hailstones came thro’ my window . . . I gathered them up,
and those that had come in from elsewhere, and arranging them on a suitable background,
went and got the 1/2 Plate Camera and took a photograph. It proved to be the only picture
in existence, and I sold over 600 copies, plus newspaper reproductions.”28

It was indeed an extraordinarily destructive event: the papers reported that it was “probably
the worst in living memory. Burwell seems to have borne the full brunt of this freak storm,
during which hailstones as large as golf balls did damage to almost every house in the village”29
- in some cases plaster was knocked from the walls. Pembroke Farm - by the church - and the
Vicarage opposite suffered extensive damage, and every one of the Council Houses in
Newmarket Road had at least one pane of glass broken: the one occupied by Dick Gates was
reported to have lost 39 of its 50 panes! “Never in my life have I seen anything like it,” one
unnamed Burwell resident is quoted as saying, “and I don’t suppose I ever will again.” The
destruction “really had to be seen to be believed,” concludes Dorothy Grainger. “I guess it
will never be forgotten, and the story handed down to future generations.”

I

n fact, it wasn’t the first such storm to hit the village: way back in 1728, the Burwell Parish
register records:
“On the 12th of May . . . about 3 o’clock in the morning, there was a violent Hail Shower:
and between 6 and 7 o’clock I measured some of the Hailstones; and they were then 2 inches
and half round in the smallest part and near three inches in the largest, notwithstanding they
had lain upon the ground from 3 o’clock until that time and were considerably wasted by the
sun, as might plainly be seen by them, for there was a large quantity of water amongst
them.”30

P

erhaps the most destructive storm in recent times was the hurricane which struck the
British Isles during the night of October 16th, 1987, causing widespread devastation over
the whole of the country, particularly in the south where countless numbers of trees were
flattened. Even this had its counterpart a hundred years or more before: a press report from
October, 1862, described Burwell being visited by “a perfect hurricane”, which caused a “good
deal” of damage:
“The cap-sails and almost everything level with the brickwork of the tower-mill belonging to
Mr Oliver Carter was blown off, which is a serious calamity to him, as the damage may be
estimated at from £150 - £200. A great many trees in various orchards and gardens were also
blown down by the violence of the wind.”31

28 Clunch, Nov 1980
29 Press and Chronicle, Nov 11th, 1955, quoted in Clunch, Sept 1980
30 Burwell Parish Records
31 Cambridge Independent Press, 25th Oct, 1862
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A

lthough no date has been set for an official changeover, during the last quarter of the 20th
century traditional British weights and measures have been falling into disuse and are
gradually being supplanted by the metric system. Like decimal money, the new system is
much simpler, but somehow less interesting than the one it is replacing.

The mile has remained as a measurement of distance, and still appears on our road signs, but
it is becoming less and less common to talk of inches, feet and yards. There are 12 inches in
a foot, and 3 feet in a yard; an inch is about 2.5 centimetres; a foot is about 30.5 centimetres,
and a yard is about 91.5 centimetres. The 1728 hailstones, then, were up to 7.5cm in
diameter.
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T

hese divisions would be familiar to anyone brought up before metrication, but there are
also others with more specialist uses: 5.5 yards (16.5 feet) is a rod, pole or perch, and 4
rods (22 yards, or 66 feet) is a chain. 10 chains (40 rods, or 220 yards) is a furlong, and 8
furlongs (80 chains, or 1,760 yards) is a mile. The chain was a measurement often used by
surveyors - Burwell station, for example, was described as 9 miles 75 chains from Cambridge.
It is also the length of a cricket pitch. The furlong is still used today to calculate distance in
horse racing. Athletic competitions in Britain used to include the 220 yards (1 furlong), 440
yards (2 furlongs, or quarter of a mile) and 880 yards (4 furlongs, or half a mile), and a
reasonable comparison with modern races can be made between times over these distances,
which are just over 201 metres, 402 metres, and 804 metres, respectively. A mile is just over
1.6 kilometres.
High Street, looking north, in the
early 20th Century, showing
Lane’s, Ellis’s and Hurrell’s on the
right, Crowland Farm in the
centre and Pembroke Farm on the
left. Also on the left, just behind
the cyclist can be seen a row of
almshouses, now demolished, in
the corner of the churchyard.
Photo: Cambridge Antiquarian
Society (Camb. Coll.)
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A

t the end of the row of cottages on the left is No. 21, Hill Farm, which was at one time a
coal yard, followed, just before the churchyard, on the left-hand side, by Pembroke Farm,
rebuilt in 1844 and 1853. The name recalls its acquisition by Pembroke College, Cambridge
in 1349.32 According to the Inventory of Historical Monuments in the County of Cambridge it
represents the mediaeval manor of St Martin. It remained in the hands of the college until
1926,33 and was occupied in the mid-20th Century by farmer Reuben Badcock. A late 20th
century housing development occupies the former farmyard.

O

pposite the churchyard, the row of buildings on the right hand side, from the 16th and
17th centuries largely, contain 3 long-standing shops: Lane’s, the baker’s; Thoday,
formerly Ellis, the barber’s; and Hurrell’s, the butchers. Frederick Lane, baker, is first recorded
in Kelly’s Directory in 1922; Harry Ellis, hairdresser, is shown in 1904, having come to the
village in 1900. His son, Tom, was born in the house next door to the shop and, after 5 years
away in Liverpool from the age of 14 learning the trade, took over the business in 1946. When
he retired in 1977, he was said to be the only barber in the area who still practised the art of
shaving, leading to speculation that the older men in the village would now have to start
learning to shave themselves;34 Herbert Hurrell is listed as butcher here in 1916, and his son,
Jack, in 1929.
32 Aubrey Attwater, Pembroke College, Cambridge, A Short History
33 Victoria County History, Vol III
34 Cambridge Evening News, 24th Dec, 1977

A fine bull
displayed
outside
Hurrell’s
butchers in
the 1920’s.
Photo:
Camb. Coll.
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Left: Hurrell’s (left) and Thoday’s, formerly Ellis’s (right).
Photo: A. Murkin

Below: Advertisements for High Street shops
Day’s Stores, c.1967 (from Burwell Guide)
Ellis’s Hairdresser’s, c.1967 (from Burwell Guide)
Lane’s Baker’s, 1950’s (from History of St Mary’s Church)
Hurrell’s Butcher’s, 1970’s (from St Mary’s Parish Magazine)
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Crowland Farm.
Photo: A. Murkin

F

inally, on the right hand side, before you reach the front of the church at the junction of
the High Street with Spring Close, is No. 28 High Street, another farm, ‘Crowlands’, or
‘Crowland Farm’, built in 1830, probably on the site of Tiptoft manor house.35 In the 19th
century and early 20th century, the Mason family lived here: until about 1920, Thomas
Mason, then Frederick Mason; and from about 1930, William Clark.36 One of the few
remaining dovecotes in the village stands in the yard. Known locally as the ‘dove’se’, it was
restored in the early 1990’s.
35 Burwell History Society, Discovering Burwell, Walk 1
36 Kelly’s Directory: 1896, 1900, 1916, 1922, 1929, 1933, 1937

A parade passes Pembroke Farm and the Vicarage. Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb.Coll.)

Above: The church, looking south west from Crowland
Farm. Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)

Below: The High Street in the 1960’s, looking south from
the same point. Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)

High Street/Spring Close
Junction
T

his corner is known as Stocks Hill - at one time, the village stocks were here. One of the
original village water pumps, used before mains water arrived here, still stands in the
middle of the grassy area outside the Church gate; a plaque on the pump records that it was
restored in 1994 to commemorate the centenary of the Parish Council. This was one of 5
pumps in the village sited between here and No. 96, North Street.

Left: The School House. Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)
Right: The former St Mary’s School in the 1960’s, showing the school canteen. Photo: Aerofilms Ltd.,

T

o the east, across the road on your left stands Old School House. The road to the left of
this building, School Lane, is a reminder that this building was originally St Mary’s
Church school, built in 1859. Dr Charles Lucas, writing in 1930, refers to it as “the Girl’s
School.”37 In the late 1950’s, when I was a pupil here, it was mixed Primary School,
containing the lowest class and the top class: the middle two classes were housed over the road
in the Guildhall. During the early 1940’s, the church Sunday School was held here, moving
over to the Guildhall when numbers increased; after 1961, when the new Primary School
opened in Ness Road, the building became the local Army Cadet Force headquarters. Next
to the old school building, to the left, stands the former Headmaster/mistress’s house. The
Police Station is shown to the rear of the school on the 1886 Ordnance Survey map.
37 The Fenman’s World

Facing Page: Looking west towards Spring Close, from Stock’s Hill, in the 1960’s. As well as the old pump,
now restored, one of the many hydrants once dotted around the village stood here at this time.
Photo: J. H. Scoon (Camb. Coll.)
Below: An aerial view of this corner in the 1960’s, showing the church and churchyard, with Crowland Farm
visible in the top right of the picture. Photo: Aerofilms Ltd.
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M

uch earlier, a second church, dedicated to St Andrew, stood on this site. It is thought
to have fallen into disuse quite soon and was eventually pulled down in the 18th
century. It may have been associated with an Anglo-Saxon cemetery, excavated in the 1920’s
on the site of the Victoria Lime Pits, a few hundred metres to the north: the full extent of this
cemetery has not been established. In the early 1850’s, prior to the building of St Mary’s
school, this site was known as ‘the old churchyard’:38 during the installation of piped water in
the school house in 1952, many bones were dug up from the garden and the school
playground, including “skulls and jaws with complete sets of teeth.”39 Skeletons of babies
were found under the kitchen floor, and a complete adult skeleton was dug up from the
playground. Elsewhere we are told, gruesomely, that “until recently [1994] bones from the
churchyard were sometimes washed onto the roadway during heavy rain.”40
Alison Taylor describes St Andrew’s as one of three Anglo-Saxon churches in the county (along
with one in Soham and one in Cambridge) that “probably went out of use in Anglo-Saxon
times.”41 In 1279, however, it is recorded that “the Prior of Fordham holds the church of St
Andrew . . . with 36 acres, and renders 40 shillings [£2] a year to the Prior of Stokes.” In
addition, in that year, the Prior of Fordham held “the chapel of Landwathe [Landwade] which
belongs to the church of St Andrew of Borewelle [Burwell].”42 In 1646, the University of
Cambridge - who, a hundred years before, had purchased the rectory manor of St Mary’s bought, for £1026 13s 4d [£1026.67]:
“the Rectorie, Little Parsonage, or Pryorie, of Burwell St Andrew . . . and all houses, edifices,
buildings, barns, stables orchards gardens arable lands meadows pastures [etc.] Tenthes and
Tithes of Corne and haie and all manner of tithes of whatsoever Nature . . . to the saide
Rectorie . . . in aniewise belonging.”43

On a map of Cambridgeshire from Speed’s Theatre of the Empire of Great Britaine, dated
1611,44 the village is shown as ‘Burwells’, and 2 churches are clearly drawn; the map of
Cambridgeshire in the 1722 edition of William Camden’s Britannia shows both ‘Burnwell’
and ‘Burnwell St Mary’. Edmund Carter’s 1753 History of the County of Cambridge states:
“Here are two churches . . . the one dedicated to St Mary, valued in clear value £26.9s.4 1/2d
[£26.47]. Cambridge University patron; the other dedicated to St Andrew, valued in the
King’s books at £30.14s.2d [£30.71]. Patron Lord North and Grey.”

T

ithes - from the old English teogothian, ‘tenth’ - were a kind of tax, dating back to preOld Testament times and adopted by the Christian church, whereby lay people
contributed a tenth of their income in the form of grain and other produce to support the
clergy. The legal obligation to pay these tithes was reinforced by law at various times during
the Middle Ages, and purpose-built tithe-barns, some of which were extremely large, were
built to store the goods in. After the Dissolution of the Monasteries in the 16th Century,
many tithes were taken over by non-ecclesiastical landowners - the University of Cambridge,
for example, in the case of St Andrew’s - and in 1836 the Tithe Commutation Act transferred
all tithes to a simple rent payment. In Ireland, tithes were abolished on the disestablishment
of the Anglican church there in 1871, and gradually died out in the Church of Scotland.
However, the system continued in England and Wales until the Tithe Act of 1936 replaced
the rent charge to the tithe-owner with a payment due to the Crown, which, in turn, paid the

38 History, Gazetteer and Directory of Cambridgeshire, Gardner, 1851
39 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
40 Discovering Burwell, Walk 1
41 A Discussion, Gazetteer and Excavations on 2 sites, CAS 72
42 Feudal Cambridgeshire, William Farrer
43 Endowments of the University of Cambridge, J.W. Clark
44 Reproduced in Christianity in Southern Fenland, R.F. McNeile
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tithe-owner in government stock. This arrangement for the first time divorced tithes from the
Church - which experienced an estimated capital loss of £17.5 million, as a result - and was
set to end in 1996, at which time tithes finally ceased to exist.45

A

ccording to the Inventory of Historical Monuments in the County of Cambridge,46 St
Andrew’s stood “until about 1772 having suffered some vicissitudes in 1652 when the
‘slates’ were removed for use on the new vicarage roof, only to be replaced immediately at the
protest of the parishioners.” The date given for its disappearance derives from the work of
William Cole, “one of the most learned men of the 18th century, and the most industrious
antiquary that Cambridge has ever had, or is ever likely to have.”47
In 1743, Cole visited Burwell, and described what he saw of this church:
“The part that still remains of the other Church of Burwell shows that in its Prosperity it was
no inconsiderable Church; for by the Ruins of the Ground Plot you may easily discover that
it consisted of a round Tower, after the Danish Manner of building of Churches, at the West
End, a Nave, 2 side Isles and a Chancel, with a South Porch; which, with part of the bottom
of the said Tower and part of the South side Isle Wall are the cheif Remains of this Church.”48

A footnote beneath states:
“Mr. Turner of St John’s College, lately presented to the Living of Burwell [Henry Turner,
vicar from 1772 to 1808], told me this 22nd May, 1772, that he has totally pulled down these
Ruins in order to make the Churchyard a more agreeable Close for his Horse.”

In digging up the foundations of the church, Cole adds, Rev. Turner came across “a Stone
Coffin, containing 2 bodies.” These foundations were “clearly visible”49 when St Mary’s
School was built.
45 Encyclopaedia Britannica; Everyman’s Encyclopaedia; Hutchinson’s Encyclopaedia
46 quoting the University Register [32.1]
47 William Cole of Milton, W.D. Palmer
48 William Cole, British Museum MS 5804
49 History of Burwell Church, Rev. A.G. Walpole Sayer
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O

n your right, across the churchyard,
stands the Guildhall, built in 1860 to
replace the old Guildhall, which had been
given to the village by Sir Edward Chester
in a will dated July 1st, 1553.50 This
building stood on the north side of the
churchyard, where the gate is now; but in
contrast to the present single-story brick
building, according to a description by
Charles Lucas, it was of two storeys, large
and timber-framed, with

“a red flat-tiled roof, in which were four dormer windows, facing east. At the north end was a
gable, at the south the roof was hipped off, and there was a lean-to facing south, with a door in
the street end. The first storey was overhanging with three lead casement windows. On the
ground floor, from north to south, were two lead casement windows with shutters, and a large
door between; then a small fifteenth century perpendicular stone-cusped window unglazed.”51

One unusual feature of the building was a wide passage, which “extended under the whole width
of the second floor and spanned the church path, fourteen or fifteen feet [4.5m] wide, closed with
a long black oak gate - a lych-gate”. A lych-gate, Dr Lucas continues, would be necessary because
“funerals came from the end of the very long village and straggling parish, and a rest would be
required for the bearers, as well as shelter in wet weather.” It might also be useful if the coffin
contained the body of a person who had died from an infectious disease and it was considered
undesirable to take the corpse into the church during the service.
Inside the building, there was
“a wide passage, with doors on either side, leading into ground-floor rooms of good size and
ending in a large kitchen place and a staircase. On the right a door led into the assembly-room,
which had a large open fireplace . . . On the east side were two large lead casement windows, and
on the west side one window only; the ceiling was supported with four large oak beams forming
a cross; it was not a lofty room, but holding a great many people. On leaving this room, to the
left, was a staircase leading to the garrets.”52

The assembly room was used for public meetings and entertainments, and Sunday school; the
basement rooms were used as a school for boys, run by John Medbury.

W

ith the Guildhall, Chester had left some “tenements”, occupied in 1839, “rent free, by aged
paupers.”53 At that time it was being used as the village workhouse: on the first floor, over
the kitchen, was a room in the centre of which was large whipping-post “for disciplinary use when
the Guildhall was used as a workhouse - in truth a chamber of horrors.”54

50 Report of the Commissioners Inquiring Concerning Charities and Education of the Poor, 1839
51 The Fenman’s World
52 Lucas, op. cit.
53 Report of the Commissioners Inquiring Concerning Charities and Education of the Poor, 1839
54 Lucas, op. cit.

Background: The Guildhall. Photo: A. Murkin
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rom at least 1601, when a Poor Law was passed in the reign of Queen Elizabeth I, each Parish,
under the control of churchwardens and overseers, was responsible for the poor in its area.
Food and lodging were provided for the sick, elderly and disabled out of parish funds, while the
able-bodied could work, and stock of wool, flax and hemp were kept for this purpose. Children
were apprenticed, so that they could learn a trade and become self-supporting, and begging was
made illegal.55 Guildhalls, such as the old one at Burwell, were often used as places to house the
poor, or for them to work in - although they were not yet the Victorian workhouses that were
later so feared and hated.
By 1662, the principle had been established, and enshrined in law, that responsibility for a poor
worker, an unmarried mother, or an orphaned child lay with their ‘place of settlement’ - usually,
where they were born - and parishes were allowed to expel unwanted ‘immigrants’ after 40 days.
This power of expulsion was used whenever possible by parishes seeking to minimise their
financial responsibilities and led to countless disputes between parishes over particular individuals
or families. Burwell Parish records show details of 13 such ‘Removal Orders’ into the village in
the period 1782 - 1808, and 17 out between 1767 - 1807. Between 1776 and 1802, records of
14 ‘Settlement Examinations’ are shown, where an investigation was made to establish whether
Burwell should be responsible or not for a particular person.
An unfortunate side-effect of the legislation was that married men were effectively prevented from
moving around in search of work, since, at the first sign of their becoming a financial burden to
the new parish, they could be sent home; single men, for this same reason, were discouraged from
marrying at all. Pregnant, unmarried women were similarly liable to removal, in the hope that
the child would be born in another parish, on whom responsibility for its upkeep would
devolve.56 On the other hand, very few women in this unfortunate position were now - as had
previously been the custom - imprisoned for ‘immorality’, and greater efforts were made to extract
maintenance payments from the fathers of children born out of wedlock. 13 ‘Bastardy Bonds’ are
recorded in the Parish Records for fathers of children born to single women in Burwell between
1761 and 1801.

The Guildhall.
Photo: A. Murkin
55 Poverty in Cambridgeshire, Michael J. Murphy
56 Murphy, op. cit.
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maintenance agreement dated January 7th, 1754, and signed - with his mark - by John
Reeve of Burwell states:
“Whereas Alice Redal, single woman of Burwell . . . hath on or about the third day of
December last past borne a base born [illegitimate] male child and on her Examination on
Oath . . . hath charged me to be the father of the said base born male child, know ye that I do
hereby promise to pay . . . the sum of one pound two shillings [£1.10] a year during the term
of seven years . . . for and towards the support, nourishment, maintenance and bringing up of
the aforementioned base born male child, and also that I will not cohabit with the said Alice
Redal during the aforementioned term of seven years.”57

7 years later, in 1761, the record of ‘Apprenticeship Indentures’ for the village shows William
Reeve, alias Reddal, apprenticed to John Reeve the elder of Soham. Compared to other places,
Burwell sent a high proportion of children out of the village to serve apprenticeships:58 of the
34 recorded in the Burwell Parish Records between 1739 and 1800, 7 remained in the village.
In this case, however, there seems to have been a special reason for this arrangement: “John
Reeve the elder” was presumably William’s grandfather. The younger John may have returned
to Soham; Alice was married on June 23rd, 1755, to a widower, Robert Scrivener, but died
within a year and was buried in Burwell on January 31st, 1756.

57 Burwell Parish Records
58 Treatment of Poverty in Cambridgeshire, 1597 - 1834, E.M. Hampson

The Guildhall. Photo: A. Murkin

Generations of
schoolchildren have carved
their names, initials and
messages on the Guildhall
walls.
Photos: A. Murkin

Background: The Guildhall. Photo: A. Murkin
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s time went on, Parishes found it more and more difficult to raise the money to alleviate
poverty, since even agricultural labourers - of whom there were many in Burwell - were
unable to survive, even when in work. Wages began to be subsidised from the rates. In the
early 1790’s the ‘roundsman’ system was in operation in Burwell: men were sent round the
village with a ticket entitling them to work at whatever rate the employer - usually a farmer decided. For those who found work, the parish made up the rate to 1 shilling [5p] a day; for
those who did not, a few pence less.59
By 1830, the system had virtually broken down, and there were riots throughout the country.
The Corn Laws - laws which kept the price of bread artificially high - were not repealed until
1846, but before that a new Poor Law was passed in 1834. Parishes were no longer to be
responsible for relief of poverty: instead, Boards of Guardians were elected to oversee poor
relief, and the country divided for this purpose into ‘Poor Law Unions’. Burwell fell within
the Newmarket Union. In place of other methods of relief that had been in use, the
workhouse was the sole source of help - and conditions there were designed to deter all but
the most desperate. Any application for Poor Relief would generally result in the entire family
entering the workhouse. From that point on, since men, women and children were kept
apart, they would lead “separate and segregated lives.”60 This system was quite obviously
intended to reduce claims, not poverty, and was immensely unpopular from the moment the
law was passed. Many stories are told of the harshness and cruelty of workhouse life, the
demeaning nature of the work provided there, and the pitiless attitude of the Guardians.

I

n 1839 the buildings here were described in a report as being “in a very bad condition”,61
and it was discovered that it would cost some £300 to repair. Accordingly, it was decided
to demolish the buildings, and build a new Guildhall, which would cost £581; the land on
which they stood was to be purchased by the Church, to enlarge the churchyard. A record of
the sale, dated February 17th, 1859, shows that they paid the owner, Wootton Isaacson, £325
for “all that parcel of land . . . on the north side of the Churchyard . . . together with the
cottages and tenements now standing thereon.”62 This had already happened earlier to a
house built according to the will of William Thompson “for the habitation of three poor
widows.” This building, “having fallen into decay” was pulled down in about 1836 and “the
ground on which it stood taken into the churchyard.”63 The site of this building was still
known, as the report recommended that “the site should be staked out and rent assessed upon
it, to be applied in the relief of three poor widows.”64

F

rom the time of its construction, the new Guildhall, like the old one, was used as a school.
This was the boy’s school - the girl’s school stood across the churchyard and on the
opposite side of the High Street.

59 Murphy, op. cit.
60 Workhouse to Housework, Bridget Barclay-Munro and Helen Cook
61 Report of the Commissioners Inquiring Concerning Charities and Education of the Poor, 1839
62 Burwell Parish Records
63 Report of the Commissioners Inquiring Concerning Charities and Education of the Poor, ibid.
64 Report of the Commissioners Inquiring Concerning Charities and Education of the Poor, ibid.
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“Mothers’ meetings, clothing clubs, lectures and sol-fa singing classes - in fact, any meeting or
purpose for parish work - were carried on there without dissent. Anyone who wanted the
Guildhall applied to the vicar, and if it not engaged no application was refused.”65 Dr Charles
Lucas recalls attending an entertainment given by the Down Street Musical Society; Heather
Richardson66 remembers Brownies and Girl Guides; in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s friends
and I were able to use the building a number of times for music rehearsals. The 1st Burwell
Scout Troop, which had been formed in the 1920’s, met here for some years, until their own
headquarters was built in Hawthorn Way in 1973. I also attended school here from the late
1950’s, until the new Primary School in Ness Road opened in 1961, the headmistress at this
time being Miss Florence Carter, who lived in Isaacson Road.

F

acilities available to teachers and children in the latter days of the school were not ideal separate classes were taught in the one large room, with only a curtain drawn between
them and the smell from the outside toilets could sometimes be a little overpowering. On the
whole, though, I think the young people of Burwell have been well served by educational
provision in the last century: this afternoon [March 19th, 1998], since writing the above, I
watched the Secretary of State for Employment, David Blunkett, on television in the House
of Commons, pledging that the present Government would remove outside toilets from all
schools by the year 2000.

St Mary’s Church and
Churchyard
“The principal beauty at Burwell is its elegant church, which . . . for symmetry and accurate
proportions, is scarcely exceeded by any village church in the kingdom.”67
Famously described by Nikolaus Pevsner as “the Perpendicular ideal of the glasshouse,”68 the
church of St Mary is indeed among the most impressive of churches in the area. “Out of the
great flats over which the wind sweeps to the windmills,” enthuses another writer, “rises the
lofty tower of Burwell’s magnificent church, a landmark seen for miles.”69

65 Lucas, op. cit.
66 Burwell - A Stroll Through History
67 Cambridgeshire, Britton and Brayley, c.1810
68 The Buildings of England
69 Arthur Mee, The King’s England, Cambridgeshire
Background: The Guildhall. Photo: A. Murkin
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T

he oldest part of the church is the tower: the two lower stages date from the 12th century
- at which time there were two churches in this part of the village - and suggest that it
was a large building even before substantial alterations and additions were made in the 15th
century, which left the church looking much as it does today. The coat of arms over the
chancel inside, which belong to John Higham, vicar from 1439 - 67, suggest that this is the
main period when building took place. This was immediately after completion of the first
stage of work on local landmark King’s College, Cambridge, and there are some similarities in
the design of the windows which suggest that the same master mason, Reginald Ely, directed
work at both places.

The south side of
the church, showing
the location of the
scratch sundial
(ringed).
Photo: A. Murkin

One relic of the early church is the
sundial - or, more accurately, scratchdial, because of the way the lines are
cut into a solid stone block - which can
still be seen on the south wall of the
church, above and to the right of the
priest’s door to the chancel. The 7th
Century Pope Sabinianus first ordered
that dials or clocks should be placed on
churches70, and for more than a
thousand years the village church clock
was the principal - if not only - arbiter
of time, and the precise time varied
from place to place.

St Mary’s scratch-dial was probably made for the first stone church in the 12th century, using
a typical mediaeval design with equal divisions, and lines for all 24 hours, despite the fact that
the sun would never cast a shadow on the night-time ones. The markings are almost
weathered away, but quite neatly engraved, compared to the average quality of workmanship
in this period. The deep hole which once held the ‘gnomon’, or indicator rod, can be seen on
the right-hand side of the stone. It is probably not in exactly the position it occupied when
first installed, but close to it, as dials were traditionally placed by the South porch or priest’s
door.71

When the church was rebuilt in the 15th century, this type of sundial had been superseded by
a more accurate type with an angled gnomon and unequal hour divisions to account for the
varying rate at which the shadow of the rod crossed the stone. It may have been at this time
that the scratch-dial was dismantled and the stone reused elsewhere in the structure of the
wall; part of it has been broken away, perhaps to enable it to be cemented more easily into
place.72

70 Scratch Sun-dial at St Mary’s Burwell, J. Lewis
71 Lewis, op. cit.
72 Lewis, op. cit.

Facing Page: Burwell
Church, looking
south west.
Photo: A. Murkin
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n fact, time was regarded quite differently
then from the way we calculate and
measure it today - at least until the
invention of the mechanical clock in the
15th century. Ever since the time of the
ancient Egyptians, day and night had been
allocated 12 hours each, so only at the
equator - where day and night are always an
equal length - were hours also of equal
length throughout the day and night, and at
all times of the year. Here in the Northern
Hemisphere, an equal 12 hours of day and
night only occurs twice during the year, at
Spring and Autumn equinoxes, March 21st
and September 23rd, respectively.73 At
other times, the length of an hour varied
between day and night, and from season to
season: in summer, hours were long in the
daytime, and short at night; in winter, they
were short in the daytime and long at night.
The rising and setting of the sun, and its
position in the sky, meant as much then as
what our watch tells us today.

73 Lewis, op. cit.
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t was the railways that first brought standard time throughout the country. Before this, each
village varied in time “from minutes to hours.”74 The scheme of fixing the time adopted by
the G.E.R. [Great Eastern Railway Company], which reached Burwell in the 1880’s, was to
give a 10 a.m. signal via telegraph from its headquarters at Liverpool Street, London - the
village post office had been “open for the transmission of telegraphic business” since 1871.75
Although by the time the message had been relayed to stations and signal boxes on the
Mildenhall Branch, including Burwell, it was some 2 minutes past the hour, this was a
considerable improvement and was generally regarded as perfectly acceptable.

Even when a clock appeared on the church, the idea of the sundial was not completely
abandoned: in September, 1805, a “vertical Trigonometrical South Sundial, Lat[itude] 52˚
20’, with Equation Table” was purchased from Linton and installed at a cost of £6.15.0
[£6.75] - the same year that just 15s [75p] was paid to William Harris for “cleaning and
looking after the clock” for the whole year January 6th, 1804 - January 6th, 1805.76 This
particular clock - “now believed to be in private hands” - was replaced by the present one - “a
fine clock by John Rowning of Newmarket.” - in the late 18th Century.77

T

he small spire of St Mary’s, about 18ft [5.5m] high, is dated 1799, with the name of the
then vicar, Rev. H. [Henry] Turner (1772 - 1808). Dr E.A.R. Ennion refers to it as
“unhappily added . . . as a pious afterthought.”78 Before this, he says, “it is fairly certain that
a beacon used to be lit on top of the church tower . . . to guide benighted travellers . . .
Coming home from Adventurer’s Fen along the lone straight miles of High Town Drove
[beyond Spring Close, across the river to the West] the beacon would have danced before you
like a foresight on a rifle.” The many look-out openings have led some to speculate that the
tower was used ,”like others in the neighbourhood”, for military purposes - perhaps “for
observation in the defence of Ely.”79 It was certainly used for this purpose in the Second
World War, and some damage was done to the leadwork, water entering and rotting the
timbers, causing the spire to lean. Rolled steel joists were inserted under the spire framing,
bringing it back to vertical.80

In fact, when the Rev. Turner first arrived in Burwell he found the church “considerably out
of repair, especially the windows, which were greatly defaced, and the crocket-work nearly
filled up with stones and mortar.”81 Over a period of some 20 years, he recovered the revenue
from lands which had been left to provide funds for the upkeep of the church, and restored it
to its “original state of primary elegance.”82

74 Peter Paye, The Mildenhall Branch
75 Cambridge Independent Press, Nov 11th, 1871
76 Burwell Parish Records
77 Cambridgeshire Churches, ed. Carola Hicks
78 Adventurer’s Fen
79 History of St Mary’s Church, Burwell, Canon A.G. Walpole Sayer
80 A.F. Gathercole, Burwell and its Church
81 Cambridgeshire, Britton and Brayley, c.1810
82 Britton and Brayley, op. cit.
Background: The Church from the north east. Photo: A. Murkin

139

A

s owners of the manor of St Mary’s, the University of Cambridge was the church patron
- providing its vicars, for example - and it was customary for the Vice-Chancellor to
preach a sermon here once a year, during Lent. One such visit, in 1791, during the time of
Rev. Turner, is recorded by Henry Gunning. An important feature of the visit to Burwell was
the sumptuous meal provided to the Vice-Chancellor and his party by the tenant of the manor
- in this case Salisbury Dunn, senior:
“The repast was of the most ample description; three huge fowls were at the top of the table;
at the bottom was an enormous sirloin of beef; on one side, a huge ham of excellent flavour;
on the other side, a pigeon pie; and in the centre, an unusually large plum pudding . . . The
beer was excellent. After dinner wine was introduced, and the tenant circulated the bottle very
briskly . . . We got into the carriage . . . and went to church, where the vicar read the prayers.
The excellence of the tenant’s ale was apparent, not only in the red faces of the Vicar, the Clerk
and the Sexton, but also in the vigour with which two or three officials, furnished with white
staves, exercised them whenever they found any of the children inattentive. Not contented
with showing their authority over the younger part of the congregation, one of them inflicted
so heavy a blow on the head of a young man who was sleeping, that it resounded through the
church. The person thus distinguished started up, and rubbing his head, had the
mortification to find all his neighbours laughing at his expense; to use a fancy phrase, ‘he
showed fight’, and I believe he was only restrained by the presence of the Vice Chancellor
(who rose to see what was the matter) from giving the peace-officer a hearty drubbing.”83

Further restoration to the church was undertaken by the University in the 19th century,
including a major one in 1861 - 1862, and another in 1877 - when a new organ was installed.
The present organ dates from 1967, the result of some 3,000 hours of work by church
members and friends. Designed by Colin Washtell of Reach, and incorporating the old organ
of 1877, it stands on a platform above the tower screen, the top part of which was adapted to
form the rail behind the organist’s bench. In all, 300 new pipes were added to the 1877 organ
without increasing its overall size. On completion, it was said to be worth some £10,000.84

T

he belfry contains 8 bells. Although there are records from 1637 and 1638 for repairing
the church and casting bells,85 the earliest now in place were cast by Richard Keene of
Woodstock, who set up a foundry at Royston and produced 18 bells for Cambridgeshire
churches: four of these came to Burwell in 1703.86 The tenor bell was added by Thomas
Newman of Cambridge in 1725, bearing the names of churchwardens Robert Bridgeman and
William Peachey, and the remaining 3 - trebles - were made by John Taylor and Co. of
Loughborough in 1955. Arthur Mason, a “notable London ringer”87 who originated from
Burwell, paid for these new bells, and for the old ones to be re-hung, “in memory of his
parents.”88 Arthur’s father William was said to be “a good judge of cattle, and his advice was
often taken by Burwell farmers.”89 Arthur himself was present at the Service of Dedication,
with a group of ringers from London and Kent, to “ring the new bells in.”90 The largest bell
of the eight, the tenor, weights 13 cwt. [650 kg].
83 Reminiscences of the University, Town and County of
Cambridge from the Year 1780
84 Cambridge News, 11th Dec, 1967
85 A Lecture on Burwell Church, Rev. A.G. Walpole Sayer
86 Cambridgeshire Churches, ed. Carola Hicks
87 David Gilbert, Clunch, Jan 1984
88 Gathercole, op. cit.
89 A.G. Fuller, Clunch, Sept, 1993
90 A.G. Fuller, Clunch, ibid.
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ritish bell-ringing is different from that of other countries. In other places one may hear
tunes being played on a large number of bells - often operated from a keyboard - or 2 or
3 bells sounding randomly. In this country, on the other hand, bells are hung so that they
swing right over in a circle, and each ringer controls one bell by pulling a rope going round a
wheel. Because of the time it takes for each bell to ring, it is impossible to play proper tunes
this way: instead, the bells are rung one after the other in sequence, and variations are
produced by changing the order in which they ring.91 Each variation in the sequence (for
example, 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8, 1-3-2-5-4-7-6-8, 1-3-5-7-2-4-6-8, etc.) is called a change - hence
the expression ‘ring the changes’. With 8 bells, there are more than 40,000 different changes!

T

he oldest gravestones in this part of Cambridgeshire are found here: one dated 1678 and
the other, probably ten years older.

An early 18th century headstone commemorates a particularly gruesome and dramatic event,
which occurred in the village in 1727. The ‘Tomb of the Flaming Heart’, which stands to the
right of the path to the north door, about halfway between the church and the Guildhall,
carries the following inscription:

TO THE MEMORY OF
THE 78 PEOPLE WHO WERE BURNT TO
DEATH IN A BARN, AT BURWELL,
- ON SEPT 8TH 1727 91 Gilbert, Clunch, ibid.

The Flaming Heart Gravestone. Photos: A. Murkin

The Barn Fire
I

n the period immediately before 1727, Burwell had “enjoyed a reputation as a venue for
plays,” for the reason that “it lay just outside the 15-mile circle around Cambridge in which
the University authorities banned the staging of plays.”92

There are various accounts of the tragic deaths by fire in a Burwell barn in that year. What
appears to have happened is this: a travelling puppeteer, Robert Shepherd, on his way to
Cambridge - perhaps to Stourbridge Fair, an important event in the region which was taking
place at that time93 - stopped to put on a show in Burwell. He hired a barn in Cockold’s
[Cockles] Row, somewhere near the present chemist’s and charged a penny [about 0.5p] for
entrance. There were far more people wanting to get in than the barn could hold, so when it
was full - over-full, in fact - the doors were locked or, according to the account in the Burwell
Parish Register, “close nail’d up, and could not easily be broke open.”. According to another
writer, the door was also blocked by “an oval table on which some sleight of hand tricks had
been exhibited as a curtain raiser before the show began.”94
According to an account based on the Parish Register of Burwell and the testimony of 16 yearold Thomas Howe “an eye-witness to the dreadful calamity, whose life was saved,” it was at
about 9 o’clock in the evening when a fire broke out in the barn, of which “the roof was
thatched and very dry, and was also covered with cobwebs.” In addition, “nearly two-thirds
of the barn was filled with oat straw and was only separated from the stable (where there was
also heaped up many trusses of straw) by a partition of lath and plaster.” The fire “like
lightning in an instant flew round the beams of the building,” and in the ensuing panic to
escape, “the door was quickly blocked up.”95
The smoke and fire were, as might be expected, visible for some distance. A local Soham man
wrote: “I was not present, but saw it at four or five miles distance, at about 10 of ye clock in
the evening, and though my body was absent, yet my soul did sympathise and was present
with them that were then afflicted.”96
Some of the crowd inside - including Howe - managed to escape, “forced to crawl on the heads
and bodies of those that lay on a heap at the door.” Some were rescued: a Wicken man,
Thomas Dobedee, smashed the door open from the inside, and managed to pull many people
out. Most, however, perished in the blaze - including the puppeteer, his wife, his young
daughter and his servant. In all, 78 mostly women and young people died that night, and
another two “died of their wounds within two days.”97
“In the morning,” wrote the Rev.Thomas Gibbons in his account of the incident in 1769,
“what a hideous view of sculls, bones, carnage, etc. . . .”98
92 Cambridgeshire, Ross Clark
93 William Cole, British Museum MS, extracted by W.H. Hart
94 Enid Porter, Cambridgeshire Customs and Folklore
95 Robert Aspland, Fenland Notes & Queries, Vol III
96 The Journal of John Helder of Soham Mere, quoted in Fenland Notes & Queries, Vol I
97 Burwell Parish Records
98 quoted in The Domesday Book - England’s Heritage Then and Now, ed. Thomas Hinde
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esponsibility for the fire is, by most writers, laid at the door of a servant, one “Richard
Whitaker of the parish of Hadstock in Essex, near Linton, in Cambridgeshire, who was
tried for the fact at the Assizes held at Cambridge, March 27, 1728.”99 Two horses belonging
to Shepherd were in the stable under the care of Whitaker, who, bearing a lighted candle, went
to feed them after the show had begun, and, it is said, “being desirous of seeing it without
paying the price of admission, became, through his eagerness to remove the straw which
impeded his view, the unintentional cause of the complicated misery which ensued.”100
Whitaker was, in fact, acquitted, it being found that he had caused the fire by accident: in
fact, it was shown that “he was the first to raise the alarm, thus enabling the actors to
escape.”101 Thomas Howe, who had been watching the show from the beams, stated that he
had seen when it was small, near Whitaker, who had “run out through the stable to give the
alarm.”102
Rev Gibbons’ account, written some 40 years after the event, concludes moralistically - and,
it might be thought, somewhat unkindly:
“We are to consider every disastrous and distressing event as having its root in sin and
consequently . . . If the persons that perished in the dreadful fire had not been sinners they
had not been sufferers.
There are few or no puppet shows but what have something of profaneness or impurity in
them, or something to kindle and blow up those youthful lusts which are too apt to burn and
blaze of themselves. Will not the imagination be tainted and so the morals run the dreadful
hazard of being corrupted and depraved? We conclude, therefore, that puppet shows are an
unlawful entertainment, or an offence against God.
May we not reasonably conclude it was designed by Providence as a warning piece for others
not to attend, not to murder their time and endanger their morals in the same manner.”103

A strange postscript to this tragic tale appeared almost 50 years later, in the Cambridge
Chronicle of February 19th, 1774:
“A report prevails that an old man died a few days ago at a village near Newmarket (‘Fordham’)
who just before his death . . . said he had a burthen on his mind, which he must disclose, and
then confessed that he set fire to the barn at Burwell, on the 8th of September, 1727 . . . that
he was an ostler at that time, at or near Cambridge, and that having an antipathy to the
Puppet Show man was the cause of his committing that diabolical action, which was attended
with such dreadful consequences.”

In the early 18th century, arson had “already become the curse of the fens.”104 There were 2
serious fires in Littleport in 1707 and 1727, which, the writer implies, were the work of
arsonists; in 1733 a fire in Swaffham Prior destroyed 23 houses, barns and stables. This latter
is referred to in a book of Victorian and Edwardian photographs, but the cause is not given.105

99 Burwell Parish Records, quoted in Magna Britannia, Daniel and Samuel Lysons
100 Fenland Notes & Queries, Vol. III
101 Porter, op. cit.
102 Independent Press, 9th April, 1970
103 Independent Press, ibid.
104 Clark, op. cit.
105 Victorian and Edwardian Cambridgeshire from Old Photographs, F.A. Reeve
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t is difficult to imagine the impact this horrific event must have had on the village, which
had a population at that time numbering in hundreds rather than thousands. One example
may suffice: that of the Reddall family. Young Oliver Reddall was born in July, 1716, the son
of miller Oliver Reddall - cousin to Alice Reddall, referred to earlier - and his wife Mary. Their
second son, Henry, was born in January, 1719, but died in May, 1721; in 1722, a daughter,
Katharine appeared, and in 1724, another son, Henry Holand. Unhappily for the children,
in May, 1727, their father died and their mother was left to bring them up on her own. How
many of the family attended the ill-fated puppet show just 4 months after this is not recorded,
but little Oliver was one of the many who lost his life that evening. Barely 6 months later, in
March 1728, their mother, Mary, too was dead.

On the rear of this gravestone which commemorates this event is carved a large heart, with
angel’s wings, flames rising from it, and a skull lying on the ground beside it. The inscription
on the other side adds that the stone was cleaned and the inscription engraved in September,
1910.

J

ust outside the West door of the church, slightly to the left, there is another gravestone,
inscribed “To the memory of 2 children of Henry and Sarah Palmer who both died
September 8th, 1727.” John was aged 16 years, 6 months; Ann was 10 years, 3 months. The
inscription is now difficult to read, but is recorded as:

“You readers all that doe Pass By
Upone Our Stone then Cast your Eye
When this you Read You’ll shed a tear
To think on the Dust that Slumbers hear
And when you looke you’ll plainly see
Think on the Glass that’s run for thee.”106

N

earby, there is a third gravestone connected with this tragic incident. One side is
dedicated to William Blenkinsop, who died, aged 21, in December 1737; the other,
though, is inscribed “In memory of John, the Son of Matthew and Ann Blenkinsop, who
unfortunately died in that lamentable fire at Burwell, 8 Sept. 1727, aged 14 years. Again, a
poem records the event:

“O Cruel Flames, for Mercy thou hast none
But hast destroyed our dear Beloved Son
And though he through that firy Tryal past
We hope his Soul’s in Happiness at last.”107

106 Cambridgeshire Epitaphs and Inscriptions, Eileen Clifford
107 Clifford, op. cit.

Background: The Flaming Heart Gravestone. Photo: A.Murkin
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B

y the opposite, East end of the church stands the gravestone of Mary Sharpe. On the
stone is written:

“MARY SHARPE
who died 30th Dec. 1809
Aged 38 years

Come all my friends who see me die, for I am brokenhearted;
Not a wish had I to live, since from my love I parted.
When I am laid in my cold grave, and should it be to-morrow,
Write on my stone here lies a maid who drank a cup of sorrow.”

The grave of
Mary Sharpe.
Photo: A. Murkin

It is popularly believed in the village that Mary Sharpe was the inspiration for the widelyknown early Victorian song My Pretty Jane, the words of which were written by Edward
Fitzball, librettist and writer of melodramas, who was born in Burwell. Some cite the fact that
Fitzball was only 16 at the time of Mary’s death as proof that the tale is not true, but stranger
things have happened.
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n the West side of the churchyard, just in front of the Guildhall, is St Mary’s Wild
Flower Area, a piece of grass which has been allowed to grow to encourage wild flowers
and butterflies in the churchyard. There are over 20 species of wild flowers here, some of
which are now rarely seen in East Anglia. The wonderful chestnut trees, which are such a
feature of the churchyard, were purchased in 1810 from ‘Brown & Co’. 6 were purchased, at
a cost of 7s 6d [37.5p] - 1s 3d [6.25p] each.

“During Canon Walpole Sayer’s time” [1921 - 1944], while a grave was being dug to the
north-east of the graveyard, evidence was found of the top of an arch which was thought to
be an entrance to a tunnel, and “only a few years ago [in the early 1970’s] some slabbing gave
way at Isaacson’s house [No 4, High St.] exposing an entrance to another tunnel. It is very
probable,” concludes the writer, “that tunnels connected the church with the castle and
Isaacson’s house.”108 “It has long been legend,” another writer tells us, “that tunnels exist in
the locality of the church, joining the castle with Isaacson’s house.”109 However, the existence
of such a tunnel must, for the time being, remain a mystery, as Canon Sayer “would not
permit entry.”110

A

lfred Watkins, whose pioneering work in the field of landscape studies gave rise to the
concept of ancient sites being placed in alignment - straight lines - has this to say about
legends of underground passages, which are “amongst the curiosities of archaeology. They are
so frequent and persistent that it is unnecessary to give examples . . . But it is scarcely safe to
say they do not exist.”111 In one case he investigated, though, the supposed tunnel was a
natural fault, and in another an ancient sewer. He suggests that the idea of a tunnel between
two places originates in many cases from the position of these places on an alignment: in other
words the link between them is not physical, but can be sighted - as by a surveyor - or traced
on a map. Watkins himself proposed an alignment, which he called a ‘ley’, commencing at
Bury Hill, Newmarket, and passing through Exning church, St Mary’s church, Burwell,
Cottenham churchyard, Coldharbour Farm (one of the place-names around the country including Cole, Coal, Cold, and so on - which Watkins considered significant) between
Willingham and Over, Soldier’s Hill, close to Denny Abbey between Waterbeach and
Chittering, and the churches at Holywell and St Ives.112 It does not include Isaacson’s house,
however, which lies slightly to the south of the line between Exning and Burwell churches.

A

n interesting note on the subject of leys is made by one writer on the subject, who
comments that: “You will find several churches dedicated to St George in connection
with the East Anglian ley lines; but many more to St Andrew. In fact, I have been astonished
by the number of times that ley lines converge at a church, often disused or in ruins, which
has a St Andrew dedication.”113 Just across the road, on the site of the Old School, stood a
church dedicated to St Andrew, so perhaps this, rather than St Mary’s, was the focal point of
ancient alignments. St Andrew is one of the “so-called ‘dragon’ saints (Andrew, George,
Michael, Martha, Catherine),” all of whom are said to be “associated with celestial
phenomena”:114 some researchers connect sites like this with the appearance of UFO’s.
108 Heather Richardson, Burwell, A Stroll Through History
109 Gathercole, op. cit.
110 Gathercole, op. cit.
111 The Old Straight Track
112 Archaic Tracks around Cambridge
113 East Anglia - Walking the Ley-lines and Ancient Tracks, Shirley Toulson
114 The Geomancy of Cambridge, Nigel Pennick

St Mary’s Church
S

t Mary’s church has been widely praised by commentators. “At Burwell in
Cambridgeshire,” writes one, “the big church is faced externally with flint, but the basic
material is local clunch, employed with excellent effect to produce a spacious, noble, very
white interior.”115 The nave, according to another, is “stately and spacious, with a flood of
light from the great windows of the aisles and the clerestory.”116 “No mystery,” says a third,
“but a feeling of great spaciousness.”117

Above: The interior of St Mary’s church, looking towards the east. Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)
Facing Page: The roof of the nave, showing the intricately carved bosses at the centre of each arch.
Photo: Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)

115 English Parish Churches as Works of Art, Alec Clifton-Taylor
116 The King’s England, Arthur Mee
117 The Buildings of England, Nikolaus Pevsner
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T

he large size of churches such as St Mary’s, Burwell, “when viewed in regard to a
population that must always have been small,” comments one writer, “is a frequent cause
for remark. The zeal and devotion of mediaeval church builders was not circumscribed.
Pilgrims making their way to such a shrine as Ely would assemble in these churches in
considerable numbers, and bring liberal offerings.”118

T

here is an inscription on the east wall, which is in Latin, says: “Orate pro animabus Johis.
Benet Johane et Alicie uxoris eius parentumque suorum qui fieri fecerunt hunc parietem ac
carpentariam navis ecclesie.” Mee explains: “Where a rose window lights a panelled wall above
the chancel arch is an inscription of 1464 telling us to whom we owe this splendour. It asks
us to pray for the souls of John Benet, of Johanna and Alice his wives, and of his parents, who
had the carpentry done in this church. The roof they gave is alive with angels and animals, a
dog chasing a hare, a goat, a swan, many other birds, and the winged creatures of the

Evangelists; among the flowery bosses are a king and a queen, a dragon and a pelican.”119
Where the animals were familiar to the craftsmen they are “instantly recognisable,” but “in
some instances they obviously used their imagination with strange results. Note, for example,
what are presumably meant to be elephants!”120 In addition to these appear tigers, bears and
such mythical creatures as the phoenix, griffin and mermaid.
118 C.H. Evelyn-White, County Churches, Cambridgeshire and the Isle of Ely
119 op. cit.
120 Half On Fen, Half on Chalk
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M

ee continues: “But it is in the chancel that they achieved their grandest effect, for here
the walls are wedded to the roof in a charming composition, the oak men holding up
the beams being supported in their turn by stone angels over the windows and by the finials
of canopied niches between the windows. There are niches on each side of the east window,
canopied mosaics of the Annunciation, and the Visitation, and the Marriage in Cana; and
there are also paintings of the twelve disciples. St Christopher stands out in a mediaeval wallpainting . . . Thomas Gerard and his wife kneel on the monument he put up in 1608, both
painted figures, and Sir Lee Cotton lies in armour on his canopied tomb [dating from
1613].”121

T

here is a particularly interesting brass in the chancel floor, showing John Laurence de
Warboys, the last Abbot of Ramsey, who had requested in his will that “my body be
buryed in the church of Sainte Mary at Burwell.”122 The brass has been described as “a good
example of the problems faced by those wishing to provide a memorial for themselves during
the Reformation”, a period of great religious upheaval in the mid-16th century when England
broke away from the Roman Catholic church, and monasteries were closed by King Henry
VIII [1509 - 1547].
Above Left: The 15th Century mural of St
121 op. cit.
122 Inventory of Historical Monuments in the County of Cambridge, Vol II

123 The Figure Brasses of Cambridgeshire, P.J. Heseltine

Christopher on the north wall. Photo: A. Murkin.
Above Right: The Gerard Family Memorial, also
on the north wall. Photo: A. Murkin.
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urchased during his lifetime - a common practice then - the abbot’s portrait, depicting him
in his full vestments, was rendered out of date at a stroke, it is suggested, when his abbey
was closed by Henry.123 Something had to be done, since the brass was sure to be destroyed
if installed in its present form, so it was “cut in two and one half turned over and engraved
afresh, so that we see the Abbot transformed into a simple cleric.”124
“For his readiness in abetting the designs of Henry VIII, not only by eagerly surrendering his
own abbey, ‘which was not his to give,’ but by persuading others to do like violence to their
conscience, he was rewarded with a pension . . . His brass records this venality of his
principles. He only lived a few years to enjoy his ill-gotten gains, dying in 1542.”125

More recent writers have, however, put forward an alternative
theory to explain the presence of a design on the reverse of the
brass: namely that it was a recycled panel removed from the
abbey at Bury St Edmunds.126
Among others in the church, there are memorials to the Russell
family; Lady Russell, who lived at the Parsonage, Low Road, in
1717; and Robert Bridgeman, architect, sculptor and church
restorer.

B

orn in Burwell in about 1844 - and perhaps named after
the churchwarden mentioned earlier - Robert Bridgeman
found himself orphaned at the age of 5, and was brought up by
his great-uncle William. After a period working at Burrell’s
engineering works in Thetford, he became an apprentice with
Rattee and Kett in Cambridge, where he learned wood and
stone carving. By 1872 he was working in this trade on
Peterborough cathedral and some 6 years later - after short
periods at, amongst other places, Chester cathedral and
Bridlington Priory - found himself at Lichfield, Staffordshire.
Here he was appointed head sculptor and carver on the west
front of the cathedral: of 114 figures on the west front, no less
than 64 were carved by him.
In time, Bridgeman’s business expanded, and he became a wellrespected local figure. In 1900, like his namesake in Burwell,
he became churchwarden of St Mary’s - St Mary’s, Lichfield,
that is - and in 1907, was appointed Sheriff of the city. In
November, 1913, he was elected Mayor, and re-elected for a
further year in 1914. He died on March 1st, 1918, and was
succeeded as head of the family business by his son Joseph,
who placed the memorial to his father here in St Mary’s
Burwell in 1921. Both Joseph, his son, and Charles, his
grandson, followed in their father’s footsteps, serving as Mayor
of Lichfield from 1922 - 1924, and from 1947 - 1949,
respectively. The firm that Robert founded remained in the
family’s hands until Charles Bridgeman’s retirement in early
1968.127

124 Mee, op. cit.
125 Conybeare, Highways and Byways of Cambridge and Ely
126 J.C. Page-Phillips, quoted in Cambridgeshire Churches, ed. Carola Hicks
127 The Annals of a Century, Owen Keyte

The brass of John Laurence de Warboys, Abbot of
Ramsey. Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)
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ot every memorial in St Mary’s has received universal praise: that of the family of
Thomas Gerard (d. 1613) - formerly in the chancel, and moved to its present position
in 1860 - was described thus, in the early 19th century:
“this and others are so entirely misplaced, and thrust so conspicuously forward, and are so
intimately connected with the spoilation of this beautiful building that they deserve more
than ordinary notice and remark . . . in monuments of early date of English Knights and
Gentlemen, the effigy of the Lady is invariably placed by the side of her Lord as was fitting it
should be; but this individual had notions of taste and politeness altogether peculiar to
himself, and therefore his Lady is made to kneel behind him . . . the whole monument, with
all its decorations is just what one might expect to find in a Dutch fishing village, and would
wish to see nowhere out of it. It is as no doubt the artist intended it to be, a striking
monument - of absurdity.”128

In a 1914 Guide to Cambridgeshire, another commentator remarks:
“The chancel, with a crypt below, locally known as ‘the monk’s hole’, has two fine niches for
life-size statues on each side between the large windows; there used to be two still finer niches
at the East end, but they were shamefully destroyed to make way for ugly mural monuments
to the families of Gerard, Cotten and Russell.”129

128 G. Boissier, Notes of Cambridgeshire Churches, 1827, quoted in Cambridgeshire Epitaphs and Inscriptions, Eileen Clifford
129 Cambridgeshire, J. Charles Cox
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Right: A view of the
organ and octagonal
font, looking along the
nave towards the base of
the west tower.
Photo: A Murkin

Facing Page: The two
1930’s stained glass
windows at the east ends
of the aisles by Hugh
Easton of Cambridge.
Photos: A. Murkin

W

hen the rectory and rectory manor of Burwell St Mary were sold by Sir Edward North
to the University of Cambridge in the 16th century, an unusual arrangement was
made. It took the form of an agreement that Sir Edward would have the final choice of vicar
from amongst candidates nominated by the University authorities:
“Whensoever the said vicaredge shall be voyd by cession, Resignation, or otherwise, the said
Chancellor, Masters and Scholars within four months next and immediately following, shall
elect and nominate two able and meete Parsons, Clarks and Students of the University of
Cambridge . . . and the said Sir Edward, his heyres or assigns shall have full power and
authority to present the one of them to the Ordinary, whosover of them two the said Sir
Edward or his heyres shall think most meete and able.”130

The agreement concluded with the provision that if the University failed to make
nominations within the stipulated 4 months, the Sir Edward would choose a candidate
himself, and if Sir Edward failed to make a decision within a period of 14 days, the University
would install their choice of candidate. In the event, it was this latter situation which arose:
the North family became Catholic, and ceased to take an interest in the process of selection.
130 William Cole, British Museum, Harleian MS, extracted by W.H. Hart, F.S.A.
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note in the diary of Rev, Lawrence Fisher, vicar of neighbouring Swaffham Prior, refers to
an effect on churches which was related to an important social problem that arose during
the early 20th Century - that of women’s suffrage, or eligibility to vote in elections. At this
time, only property-owning men were able to vote, and the electorate was thus very small
indeed. Burwell’s first Cambridgeshire M.P., Edward Ball, for example, was elected in April,
1857, by only 2,780 votes: his 3 rivals, Henry Adeane, the Hon. Eliot Yorke, and Lord George
Manners obtained 2,616, 2,483 and 2,127 respectively, a total of only 10,006 voters in the
whole of Cambridgeshire and the Isle of Ely.131 Peaceable means having failed, the Votes for
Women campaigners, or ‘Suffragettes’, took to more dramatic means of protest. Emmeline
Pankhurst famously chained herself to the railings of Buckingham Palace; windows were
broken; works of art were damaged in the National Gallery in London; Emily Davison died
after throwing herself under the hooves of the King’s horse during the 1913 Derby. According
to Rev Fisher, in his entry for June 15th, 1914, “on account of the fear of outrage to the
churches from the ‘Suffragettes’ (wild women who want votes), the churches were closed after
daily service on weekdays until further notice.”132

B

Perhaps because of the woman speaker and the number of
ladies in attendance that day, it is suggested in the notes
accompanying the above picture from the Cambridgeshire
Collection that this meeting, which took place in Burwell
in the early years of the 20th Century, was in aid of the
Suffragette cause. Photo: Sherborn (Camb. Coll.)

y August, 1914, however, many
suffragettes, such as Mrs Pankhurst, had
thrown themselves into the war effort, and
Rev Fisher was able to record that “His
Majesty the King had pardoned ‘Suffragettes’
undergoing imprisonment. These churches
are therefore reopened during each day.”133
By August, 1916, over 750,000 British
women worked in jobs formerly held by men,
and another 350,000 were in employment
created by the war economy. Many thousands
joined the Land Army - 240,000, by the
spring of 1918 - to cope with the increase in
agricultural production which was needed.
Eventually, in January, 1918, some women
were, for the first time, given the vote although only those over 30 who owned
property - and in November of that year,
women over 21 became eligible to stand for
political office, even if they were not
themselves allowed to vote in the elections.134

I

n Rev Fisher’s diary entry for October 31st, 1915, he notes that evensong was held - again
- at 3 o’clock in the afternoon, “on account of stringent order from the Government that so
far as possible no lights should be visible at night.”135 Rev Fisher also describes efforts that
were made to prevent damage to churches - presumably in air raids, which were carried out
by Zeppelin airships. In April, 1915, following advice from the Chief Constable of the
County, “a large panel divided diagonally into two triangles, the upper black, the lower white”
was fixed to St Cyriac’s church tower in Swaffham Prior, and approval was given was to do the
same for Swaffham’s other church, St Mary’s.136 This arrangement was agreed on at the Hague
Convention of 1907 - that in time of war “places of worship should be free from attack if
marked by a pre-arranged signal.”137

131 Poll taken at the Election of 3 Knights of the Shire for the County of
Cambridge and the Isle of Ely at the General Election, Friday, April 3, 1857
132 St Mary’s Restoration Book
133 St Mary’s Restoration Book

134 The Macmillan Dictionary of the First World War
135 St Mary’s Restoration Book
136 Swaffham Prior, Parish Records
137 St Mary’s Restoration Book
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Vicars of Burwell
1305 - 1312
1312 - 1325
1325 - 1349
1349 - 1394
1394 - 1396
1396 - 1404
1404 - 1436
1436 - 1439
1439 - 1467
1467 - 1492
1492 - 1508
1508 - 1511
1511 - 1513
1513 - 1514
1514 - 1531
1531 - 1544
1544 - 1545
1545 - 1549
1549 - 1554
1554 - 1565
1565 - 1577
1577 - 1618
1618 - 1652
1652 - 1655
1655 - 1656
1656 - 1658
1658 - 1665
1665 - 1681
1681 - 1705
1705 - 1725
1725 - 1733
1733 - 1772
1772 - 1808
1808 - 1854
1854 - 1858
1858 - 1885
1885 - 1921
1921 - 1944
1944 - 1954
1954 - 1961
1961 - 1970
1970 - 1975
1975 - 1995
1995 -

Henry Cosyn
Gregory de Basings
John de Camera
Henry de Burwell
Walter Bruzze
Thomas Sprotte
Richard Petir
Clement Denstone
John Heigham
Roger Keye
John Raven
Simon Stalworthy
William Preston
Thomas Wolsey
Thomas Scarisbret, B.D.
John Reynes, LL.D.
William Devenish
William Catterick
William Parkyn
John Elwood
Owen Duckett
Thomas Banier
Robert Metcalfe
John Cole
William Spencer
Thomas Wilson
Joshua Wilson
Thomas Huxley
Anthony Lister
John Badcock
Alexander Edmundson, B.D.
John Gee
Henry Turner, B.D.
James Johnson Baines
Charles Thornhill
John William Cockshott
Neville Arthur Blachley Borton
Alfred George Walpole Sayer, B.D.
Richard Seymour Cripps, B.D.
Thomas Geoffrey Stuart Smith, Bp.
Kenneth Gordon Haynes
David Nigel de Lorentz Young, M.A.
Ian Russell Secrett, M.A.
Stephen Earl

Map 13: The area covered by Part 4 of the Tour

4
Mandeville
A

lthough it is now only an insignificant-looking cow pasture, the field behind the
Guildhall, is one of the most important sites in the village. As well as containing the
spring, which is the source of Burwell’s once important waterway (and giving its name to the
neighbouring road, Spring Close), it contains the sites - though, alas, scant remains - of a
roman villa, a 12th century castle and a 13th century manor house and chapel, as well as
humbler dwellings from the Saxon/early Norman period.
The meadow, a Scheduled Ancient Monument, was for a long time privately owned. A writer
to the Burwell Community magazine, Clunch, in the mid-1970’s, complained that it had been
“sealed off with barbed wire and the stile removed,”1 but in 1983 it was bought for £20,000
by the Parish Council, “for the benefit of the people of Burwell.”2 Like the Devil’s Dyke,
chalk grassland now covers the castle mound and spoil heaps, which were never cleared away,
and many types of wild flowers grow here. A walk to the Devil’s Dyke and the Fen-edge
villages of Reach and Swaffham Prior starts here.

Water
flows
away
from the
spring,
the source
of the
river in
Burwell

1 Clunch, Sept 1976
2 Information Board, Burwell Castle

Burwell Castle
T

he castle here at Burwell was built by King Stephen (1135 - 1154) in the
12th century, during a 20 year period of fierce Civil War, known as ‘The
Anarchy’.
The story of Burwell Castle is the story of Geoffrey de Mandeville, whose
connection with the village is commemorated in the nearby lane which bears
his name. Rather like King Richard III, whose familiar evil image was left to
us by William Shakespeare (and the Tudor monarchs) and is probably not
true, Geoffrey de Mandeville may well have been treated unfairly by history.
At any rate, these are the events which led to the legend:
On the death of King Henry I - William the Conqueror’s son - in December
1135, the rightful heir, his daughter Matilda, was not considered a suitable
queen by many of the powerful Barons in the country: amongst other things,
she had lived abroad in Germany since she was 8 years old, had been married
to Emperor Henry V of the Holy Roman Empire, and had been the Empress
since his death in 1125. Instead, the dead King’s nephew Stephen hastened
over from Normandy and took the throne, commanding widespread popular
support by all accounts, especially in London. Normandy, of course, was not
considered ‘abroad’ at this time, so soon after the Conquest of 1066; Kings
William and Henry had held the title of Duke of Normandy at the same time,
as would Stephen and future Norman kings.

Geoffrey de Mandeville’s name came from the town of Magnavil in the duchy
owned by the family at the time of his grandfather. In this area, he was the
major landowner in Chippenham. He is recorded in c.1135 as giving the
church of Chippenham to the abbey of Saffron Walden.3 The manor
remained in the family until, in 1184, William de Mandeville gave it to the
Knights Hospitaller.
At the beginning of Stephen’s reign, Geoffrey, who held the important job of
Constable of the Tower of London, supported him: according to some writers
on the subject, he was given this post by Stephen himself, which effectively
gave him control of the city. Whether or not this is the case, he was further
rewarded in 1140 with the title of Earl of Essex, together with lands and
castles in that county.

3 Feudal Cambridgeshire, William Farrer

Left: Spring Close from the air, showing the remaining earthworks of the castle
and the earlier buildings which were demolished to make way for its construction.
Photo: Cambridge University Collection of Air Photographs. Copyright Reserved.
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atilda, however, had returned to England in 1139, and raised enough support to
challenge Stephen. Indeed, she appeared to have won the war when, at a battle in
Lincoln in February 1141, Stephen was defeated and captured; de Mandeville then sided with
her.
Despite being declared Queen, Matilda was never crowned. In June 1141, before the
coronation could take place, she was expelled from London by a collective uprising, and
forced to release Stephen from prison; de Mandeville reverted to the King’s side.
By 1142, however, he was believed to be working to bring Matilda back to the throne, and
was arrested for treason at St. Albans in 1143. Faced with the choice of being hanged, or
giving up his control of the Tower and his castles in Essex, he chose the latter alternative and
“went off to give vent to his violent rage on the innocent inhabitants of the Cambridgeshire
fens.”4 He is said to have established a base at nearby Fordham.5
The most lurid tales are told of de Mandeville’s behaviour in the following months: he
occupied Ely and made it a fortress; worse still, he seized Ramsey Abbey - which was,
incidentally still one of Burwell’s largest landowners, and from whose church a payment of 3
marks annually was received. After driving out the monks, he is reported to have ransacked
the abbey, sold the contents to pay his followers, and converted it into a “military headquarters
for his gang of ruffians and soldiers of fortune,”6 an outrage considered so great that he was
excommunicated forthwith.

4 Domesday Book to Magna Carta, A.L. Poole
5 Round, Geoffrey de Mandeville, quoted in Farrer, op. cit.
6 Poole, op. cit.
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T

hen “they took those that they thought had any goods, both by day and by night, men
and women alike, and put them in prison and tortured them for their gold and silver with
unspeakable torture, for never were martyrs so tortured as they were.”7 Gruesome details of
the tortures inflicted are then given at length, followed by accounts of burnings and lootings
of cities (which included Cambridge) and churches, demands for protection-money and mass
deaths from famine and starvation; de Mandeville himself is compared to “a strong and
unbridled horse not ceasing to tear in pieces with bites and kicks those whom he met.”8

T

his is where Burwell enters the story. In 1143, Stephen began to build a number of castles
to defend the area against de Mandeville, of which Burwell was one. The locations of the
others have not been precisely identified.9

The castle at Burwell was built right inside the village, just west of the church. In fact, it was
never finished: the plan of the castle shows how the moat was never completed and the
mounds outside the castle are higher than the platform inside. Even the ramps left for easy
movement of soil are still in place.10 The reasons for this unfinished state are clear from the
events described in the Abbot of Ramsey’s Chronicle, which tells how de Mandeville came
with his army in September, 1144, to attack the newly built castle at Burwell and it must
indeed have been “a miserable moment for the commander of the garrison when he learnt of
Geoffrey’s approach,” as T.C. Lethbridge puts it:11 “His castle was unfinished, his moat was
dry, and a great heap of rubble overlooked his partly levelled courtyard.”
7 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, quoted in The Troubled Reign of King Stephen, John T. Appleby & G. Bell
8 The Book of the Foundation of Walden Abbey, quoted in Stephen and Matilda, The Civil War of
1139 -53, Jim Bradbury & Alan Sutton
9 Bradbury & Sutton, op. cit.
10 Castles of Cambridgeshire, Alison Taylor
11 CAS 37

The earthworks of Burwell Castle, looking north west. Photo: A. Murkin
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W

hat happened next, as de Mandeville’s army lay siege to the castle, is dramatised thus
in Diana Norman’s historical romance The Morning Gift:
“De Mandeville took off his helmet and exposed his glistening bald head. He was in full mail
and smelled of hot metal. They remembered afterwards the question he asked: ‘What
meadow is this?’
‘Ramsey Lea, my Lord; it belongs to Ramsey.’
‘To me,’ he said.
The arrow came from the castle three hundred yards away, wavering in the heat. It was nearly
spent by the time it stuck into his forehead; he was pulling it out even as he fell from his
horse.”

At first, de Mandeville is said to have made light of the wound, but retreated to Mildenhall,
only to die there from the injury on 16th September.
A church council the year before had decreed that absolution for a crime against the church
such as de Mandeville’s at Ramsey could be given only by application to the Pope - in person.
Thus de Mandeville died excommunicate, and could not be attended by a priest, nor buried
in consecrated land. In the event, a group of Knights Templar draped his body in a cloth
marked with the red cross of their order, and took it to London. According to which
contemporary account you read, his body was either wrapped in lead and suspended from a
crab-apple tree in the Temple orchard, placed in a cave by the cemetery there, or thrown into
a pit outside.
Before he died de Mandeville had instructed his son, Ernulf, to return Ramsey Abbey to the
abbott, which he did. Shortly afterwards, however, he was arrested and sent into exile. It was
left to his second son - also Geoffrey - to gain absolution for his father from Pope Alexander
in 1163, and ensure a Christian burial, 20 years after the dramatic events at Burwell.
Whether de Mandeville was really a turncoat, a traitor and a tyrant will never be known for
sure. Contemporary accounts differ wildly, and modern historians incline to the view that he
was a loyal supporter of Stephen - as loyal as one might reasonably expect in such turbulent
times - and only deserted him after the decisive battle of Lincoln, when all appeared finally to
be lost. It seems to be the case that, of all the King’s supporters, de Mandeville abandoned
Stephen at the latest moment, and for the shortest time. It has been suggested that the charge
of treason was trumped up by Stephen, perhaps egged on by other Barons, as a means of
asserting his royal authority, and of obtaining the Tower and castles which de Mandeville held.

A

s for the site where the fatal arrow struck, on de Mandeville’s death the castle ceased to
have any immediate further use. According to some commentators, it may have fallen
quite soon into disrepair, although one writer cites it as the main place of residence of the
Tiptoft family, whose manor in the village bore their name, later in the Middle Ages.12

12 Tiptoft, the Scholar and the Sadist, East Anglian Magazine, Vol 8

Background: Motorcycle scrambling on Spring Close. Photo: A. Murkin
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T

here are three interesting connections between Geoffrey de Mandeville and John Tiptoft,
of the family referred to above, who was equally infamous at another time of civil war,
some 300 years later - the ‘Wars of the Roses’. Firstly, in the 15th century the Tiptoft family
are said to have lived in Burwell castle, where de Mandeville had met his end; secondly, Tiptoft
held the job of Constable of the Tower, as de Mandeville had done before him; and thirdly,
Geoffrey de Mandeville’s wife was Rohesia [or Rohese], sister of Aubrey [or Alberic] de Vere,
the 1st Earl of Oxford: Tiptoft, who had a later Earl of Oxford condemned to death, was
himself executed for treason in 1470. The judge was a de Vere - the late Earl’s son.
The Tiptofts’ connection with Burwell is remembered by a house in the High Street which
bears the family name. Interestingly, the de Vere family too has a connection with Burwell:
Aubrey, the 1st Earl, is recorded in 1166 as holding lands in Burwell, as well as in a large
number of other manors in the area. The most local of these were Landwade, Swaffham
Bulbeck, Stow-cum-Quy and the Wilbrahams.13

I

n any event, almost nothing
remains of the castle today,
beyond the earthworks and a few
fragments of stonework. In 1808,
the castle remains are described as
“consisting of a piece of ruined wall
and extensive earthworks.”14 A
hundred years later T. McKenny
Hughes and M.C. Hughes describe
Motorcycle scrambling in Spring Close
“the moat and part of the wall” as
15
in the 1960’s. Photos: A. Murkin
still to be seen. A small section of
wall is clearly visible in a
photograph of the site in their book, which was published in 1909. Later pictures from the
1920’s also show pieces still standing; but shortly before excavation of the site by
T.C.Lethbridge in 1935, an eight-foot [2.5m] high section of walling, made of clunch and
used for practice by the Fire Brigade, fell down “during a church service . . . with a great
noise,”16 and “causing considerable alarm and despondency to the inhabitants of Spring Close
cottages nearby.”17 I myself remember attending a motorcycle scrambling event held on the
site in the 1960’s: well-suited though the terrain was to this exciting sport, appreciable damage
to the remaining earthworks must have been caused. A notice at the site now expressly forbids
motorcycling - as well a metal detectors and horse-riding - in this area.
The Fire Brigade were able to practise here because, in 1929, a small concrete dam had been
placed across the stream from the spring, to create a pond that they could use as a source of
water. It continued to be used in this way for some years, although when inspected in July,
1938, it was found to be badly silted up, the bank trodden in by cattle who came there to
drink. 18

13 Feudal Cambridgeshire, William Farrer
14 Daniel & Samuel Lysons, Magna Britannia
15 Cambridgeshire
16 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
17 T.C. Lethbridge, CAS 37
18 Parish Council Minutes
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D

uring excavations in the adjacent churchyard for a new lightning conductor in the late
1960’s/early 1970’s, many human bones were found about 18 inches below the surface
“in the angle formed by the tower and the priest’s vestry [west end of the church].”19 Despite
tests at the University in Cambridge, “no definite date of the bones could be established, but
as they were not in orderly fashion, it is surmised that they were interred there as a matter of
expediency following a battle at the nearby castle, which would date them about the 12th
century.”20 In fact, it would date them to 1144, as this is the only time the castle is recorded
as seeing any action, though Geoffrey de Mandeville is the only recorded casualty.

E

xcavations on the castle site itself have revealed an earlier building here - a roman villa, at
the eastern end of the castle keep, - and a later chapel, built at the western end in 1246.21
A letter exists, sent by Walter, Bishop of Norwich, to the Abbot of Ramsey, authorising the
building of this chapel. The Bishop says, in part:
“We, minding that religious, especially when they ought to be present in the divine offices,
should be entirely separated from worldly turmoil, to whom, in parish churches owing to the
frequent concourse of the populace in multitudes, matters tend to become no less irksome
than perilous; and willing to provide for honourableness, do, to the best of our power, of our
special grace, grant free faculty to the venerable and discreet man, the Abbot of Ramsey, of
constructing an oratory in his manor of Burwelle, in our diocese, in which it shall be lawful
for him, or his monk, when they shall arrive there, to celebrate divine service.”22

Objects found include two clunch blocks, one “apparently shaped for a window frame”, the
other inscribed with the word ‘MARIA’. Two large fragments of stone, “both dressed, and
with graffiti” have tentatively been assigned a mediaeval date. In addition to these were found
many fragments of stained glass and diamond-shaped lead framework.23 This chapel must
have been quite an impressive building in its day.

19 A.F. Gathercole, Burwell and its Church
20 Gathercole, op. cit.
21 Information Board, Burwell Castle
22 Ramsey Cartulary, translated by W.H. Hart

A view of the earthworks of the castle in the 1930’s. Photo: Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)
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I

nterestingly, to the north of the castle mound you can see a set of very low banks and ditches
like platforms, less than a metre high - “the ends of a line of banked and ditched closes such
as one finds on deserted medieval village sites.”24 These banks and ditches run down to the
castle and disappear under the remaining earthworks, and are therefore older than the castle.
The one furthest to the east passes round the castle and is therefore intact and at its end are
the remains of a medieval house, “thirty feet [9m] long and ten feet [3m] wide, bounded by
a low grass covered bank less than one foot [30cm] high and clearly divided into two rooms
by an internal cross wall still just visible.” Beyond the house is a “short stretch of slightly
sunken road, or hollow-way, cut short by the ditch of the castle.” These remains show that
when the castle was built, far from being on an open piece of land it was raised on part of the
village of Burwell and “presumably a whole street of houses was demolished to make way for
it.”25

I

n 1929, a silver penny from the reign of Edward II [1307 - 1327] was found in Spring
Close, and added to the collection of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology,
Cambridge. It was during the Anglo-Saxon period that the silver penny had become the
standard English coin, and the conquests of England by the Danes in 1016, and the Normans
in 1066, had surprisingly little effect our coinage. In both cases, the new monarchs - Canute,
and William I, respectively - wanted to emphasise the continuity in their accession to the
throne, not the change. Throughout the mediaeval period, silver was the normal metal used
for money, and the penny the normal size of coin. For quite a time, from the reign of Edward
III [1327 - 1377] to Charles I [1625 - 1649] the groat, worth 4d [2p] was common, and some
gold coins, notably the ‘Angel’ and the ‘Noble’, were created.
A continuing problem during this time was the practice of ‘clipping’, whereby small slivers of
precious metal were trimmed off the edges of coins, enabling the clipper to keep the valuable
pieces, and, of course, reducing the real value of the coins. The problem was partly solved by
milling (properly called graining or reeding) the edges of coins with small vertical lines, which
would show immediately if they had been trimmed. The practice gradually became
redundant from 1816 onwards, when the principle in use today was first applied - namely that
our coins are made of cheaper, non-precious metals and are not themselves worth anything:
they merely represent the value stamped on them.26
23 Catalogue of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge
24 The Cambridgeshire Landscape, Christopher Taylor
25 Christopher Taylor, op. cit.
26 2000 Years of British Coins and Medals, John Kent; The Coin Yearbook, 1998, ed.
Mackay, Mussell, & Coin News; Coins of England and the United Kingdom, 1997, ed.
Mitchell & Reads

A view taken at about the same time, showing the last remaining piece of the castle structure,
now demolished. Photo: Connemara postcard (Camb. Coll.)
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Right: Cottages in Mandeville
Photo: A. Murkin

Background: St Mary’s Church from Mandeville. Photo: A. Murkin

Above: Two views of the castle earthworks as they are today, looking east. The trees and grasses
have been allowed to grow; rushes fill the marshy west end of the moat. Photos: A. Murkin

F

inally, speaking of the site of the castle ruins, T. McKenny Hughes records:
“The last story I heard of it is that a man got permission to dig for the treasure supposed to
be buried there, and that after working for some time he disappeared. Some said he found
the treasure and left the country with it; others suggest that he dropped into a deep well and
is there still.”27

T

he houses on the corner, where Tan House Lane meets Mandeville were originally 19th
century barns, part of a farm “bought in 1758 for £42 . . . They were converted into 3
houses in 1885. In 1939 the cottages were sold in auction in separate lots and Magneville
Cottage has been in the present [1994] owner’s hands since then.”28

To the right, the lane leads to a corner, marked as ‘Mandeville Corner’ on the 1926 Ordnance
Survey map. Here is the entrance to ‘The Tan House’, after which the next road is named.

27 Cambridge Review, Nov 24th, 1892, quoted in Fenland Notes and Queries, Vol. II
28 Discovering Burwell, Walk 1

Below: The Tan House (left) and Mandeville Corner (right) in the early 1960’s. Photos: Aerofilms Ltd.
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T

he Tan House itself is a timberframed building covered in
brick, built in about 1700, with
some 18th century additions. A
tanner, Isaac Brooks, is recorded as
living there prior to his death in
1664. One writer speculates that
the tanner, whose profession gave
the house its name, used Spring
Close, which backs on to the

garden of the house, to soak the
hides used to make the leather.29
There is also a large pond in the
garden, between Spring Close and
the house, which may have been
used for this purpose.

Top: The Tan House in the early 20th Century.
Photo: Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)
Left: The house in the same period, from the field which is now
Mingay Park. Photo: Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)
Right: The Tan House as it is today, from Mandeville Corner.
Photo: A. Murkin.

The house became a residence in the 1800’s, and has had a number of different owners since
then, some with “racing connections”.30 At one time, it was rented to farmer John Miller, and,
until 1882 it was occupied by another farmer, William Smith. After 1882, maltster James
Blackwell lived there. In the 1930’s, it was the home of research physiologist, Dr Edwards.
The family’s Jersey cow, the most notable product of his research, was the first calf to be born
in this country from an artificial insemination. Some of the many small dairy herds in
Burwell, and elsewhere in the county, were part of the trials for this project.31 After the
Edwards, Col. Nickalls, a well-known racing journalist, and his family took up residence: he
was said in the early 1980’s to be still remembered in the village as “being hardly ever seen
without his gundogs.”32 The Annual Church Fete was held there on a number of occasions.33
For a time, in the 1960’s, the house was owned by the local Conservative M.P. for
Cambridgeshire, Sir Francis - subsequently Lord - Pym, whose younger son, Andrew, attended
the village Primary School. In the 1970’s it was bought by Mr and Mrs John Brooks.
29 Dr E.A.R. Ennion, Adventurers Fen
30 Discovering Burwell, Walk 1
31 John Brooks, Clunch, March 1983
32 Clunch, ibid.
33 Burwell - A Stroll Through History
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B

orn in February, 1922, Francis Pym was first elected to the House of Commons in 1961,
just over 100 years after Burwell’s first Cambridgeshire M.P., Edward Ball. Politics was
the family trade, and Francis could number no fewer than 5 M.P.’s amongst his ancestors,
including his father, who was M.P. for Monmouthshire, and the 17th Century John Pym,
whose attempted arrest by King Charles I [1625 - 1649] sparked the Civil War. Sir Francis
held a number of important Parliamentary and Cabinet jobs during his career, including
Government Chief Whip from 1970 - 1973, Secretary of State for Northern Ireland from
1973 - 1974, Secretary of State for Defence from 1979 - 1981, and Foreign Secretary from
1982 - 1983. Following disagreements with the then Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, he
left the Cabinet, accepting a Life Peerage in the Dissolution Honours of 1987, along with
former Prime Minister James Callaghan and another local M.P., Jim Prior.34
The Pyms lived in Burwell from 1961 - 1969, when Sir
Francis and his wife Valerie moved to a new house in
Everton Park, built on the estate of Hazell’s Hall, which
had come into the family early in the 18th Century.35 It
was reported that, at the beginning of each week, “a
carefully-wrapped loaf ” from “a small private bakery in
Burwell near the Pyms’ home” was taken with him to
Westminster when he returned for his Parliamentary
duties.36 This was, no doubt, from Lane’s in the High
Street, and must have given our representative much
pleasure while he was away in London.

J

ust past the Tan House is Tan House Lane, formerly
known as Stepping Lane. On the right is Mingay Park.
In the opposite direction, Mandeville passes the end of
Church Lane in the 1930’s.
Church Lane and returns to the junction of the High Street
Photo: C. Cudworth (Camb. Coll.)
and Isaacson Road.

Isaacson Road
P

assing the doctor’s surgery on the right, you come to the junction with Mill Lane, leading
off to the left.

Just past the junction with Mill Lane, also on the left, is a large new housing estate called
Bloomsfield. The fact that it is approached by a long sloping road, and the houses are set low
down is explained by the site it occupies: the former clunch pits, once a hive of activity, and
the centre of one of Burwell’s most famous industries.
Not only do many buildings in the village - including St Mary’s church - have clunch in their
walls, but it was at one time a major export from the village, used all over the region.
34 Who’s Who of British Members of Parliament, Vol IV, Michael Stenton and Stephen Lees; Chambers Biographical Dictionary, ed. Melanie
Parry; Michael Jeacock, Cambridgeshire, Huntingdonshire and Peterborough Life, April, 1968; Cambridge Evening News, 18.5.87, 30.7.87
35 Cambridge Evening News, 1.9.69; 13.9.69
36 Jeacock, ibid.

Clunch
T

here were several pits in the village from which this hard, chalky material, used for so
many of Burwell’s buildings, was dug. So famous is this material locally, that it is often
known as ‘Burwell Rock’, even when it is not from Burwell. The stone was also quarried and
burnt to produce lime. The pits were located in Toyse Lane; either side of Newmarket Road,
close to Pound Hill (Victoria Lime Pits); the Broads (opposite the present sewage works), and
here between Greenlanes and Isaacson Road, beneath the Bloomsfield housing estate. At one
time clunch was one of Burwell’s major exports, as river traffic records show: in 1898, 8,600
tons were unloaded and a further 4,300 tons - in blocks as much as six metres thick37 - sent
away on the Lode.38 Dr E.A.R. Ennion describes the pits here in the 1940’s as large and
overgrown with grass and bushes, except one which was then still in use.39

Geologists, and builders and masons seem to disagree on the exact definition of Clunch: to
the geologist, it applies only to “rocky bands in the lower part of what is called the Lower
Chalk,” while to builders and masons it refers to “any similar rocky material, whether it be
from the Lower, Middle or Upper Chalk.”40 Amongst the various locations of such workings
in and around the village, this one was the only one where the lowest beds of the chalk layer
were exposed - the part of the layer where most fossils are found. The most characteristic
fossils found here were the “grinders and other teeth of sharks, the various Pectens - Beaveri,
orbicularis, and fissicosta, several species of Inoceramus, Terebratula semiglobosa, Rhychonella
mantelliana, and Holerasta subglobosus.”41 It is also the Lower Chalk from which the best
building material comes.

37 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
38 Fenland Barge Traffic, Alan H. Faulkner
39 Adventurers Fen
40 The Cambridgeshire Magazine, Summer, 1947
41 The Natural History of Cambridgeshire, Marr and Shipley

The area of the clunch pits, pictured in 1982,
before the construction of the modern housing
estate which now covers it. Photo: Cambridge
University Collection of Aerial Photographs.
Copyright Reserved.
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I

t is also not clear where the word ‘clunch’ comes from. It may be connected with the word
‘clump’ as some dictionaries suggest, deriving from the Danish klump, the Dutch klont, or
the Frisian or German klunt, all meaning something like a lump, clod or heavy mass; it has
also been linked with an adjective ‘clunch’, meaning ‘lumpy: heavy and stiff or close’, and its
use in this meaning has been recorded to describe “various stiff clays, including marly chalk.”42
The earliest reference with this meaning in the Oxford Dictionary dates from 1679, and for
the chalky rock from 1823.43 However, the term had been in use for a long time before this:
an early instance was in 1415, when ‘Clunche de Burwell’ was supplied for the building of
King’s Hall, Cambridge;44 and a later order from King’s in 1417 for “jambs, vowcers
(voussoirs) angle stones and sills” from “Robert Adam of Burwell”45 indicates that it was not
just stone blocks which were supplied from here, but that masons were employed to work the
stone at the clunch quarry before it was sent out. An even earlier record, from the Sacrist’s
Rolls of Ely Cathedral - although not specifically mentioning clunch - shows that as early as
1359 - 1360 “large purchases were made from Burwell of ‘skews’, corbel-table, gargoyles,
voussoirs, mullions and other ready-cut material.”46
A number of the older Cambridge colleges have fireplaces of clunch, but, according to one
writer, “to see the full realisation of the possibilities it offered to the carver one must go to such
churches as those of Burwell or Isleham, or to the interior of the fourteenth-century Lady
Chapel . . . and the sixteenth-century Chantry Chapels of Bishops Alcock and West in Ely
Cathedral.”47

As well as in St Mary’s church, locally-quarried clunch has been used extensively in barns,
houses and cottages throughout Burwell. According to Dr E. A. R. Ennion, though, you are
not aware of this: “nearly all the buildings have been subsequently faced with brick, the
greyish-yellow gault bricks from the nearby brickworks [now closed]. The backs and often the
sides of the buildings have escaped: it is another and a very much more attractive village as
seen from the numerous ‘backways’ that run parallel to the one main street.”48 Dr Ennion
also tells us that “the owner of a clunch-built wall finds it a constant drain upon his pocket, a
steady source of income for the local builder. It is very sensitive to frost. Under cover, secured
from frost and rain, it is another story. The fan tracery of Ely’s Lady Chapel . . . and the
columns of half the parish churches in the neighbourhood should be sufficient testimony.”

T

he 1902 Ordnance Survey map shows a Lime Works in these pits, too. During the
Second World War, children at St Mary’s school (‘Old School House’ in the High Street)
were meant to seek refuge in “some chalk caves” here, in the event of an air raid.49
“When our teacher banged a wooden spoon on an aluminium saucepan . . . we would crouch
beneath our desks. If the enemy was thought to be approaching in any numbers, it was
necessary to seek greater safety in the sanctuary of caves, in a chalk quarry some distance away;
so far away in fact that the ‘all clear’ was usually sounded before we got there!”50

The aluminium saucepan was later donated to the War Office for incorporation into a
Spitfire.51
Background: Workers at the clunch pit, 1935.
Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)
42 Arkell & Tomkieff, quoted in Cambridge Stone, Purcell
43 Oxford English Dictionary

47 Purcell, op. cit.
48 Cambridgeshire, Huntingdonshire and the Isle of Ely, Dr E.A.R. Ennion

44 Salzman, quoted in Purcell, op. cit.
45 Purcell, op. cit.

49 Molly Blacken, in Memories of the Second World War
50 Fuller’s View From The Attic, John Fuller

46 Purcell, op. cit.

51 Fuller, op. cit.

Left: Workers at the
clunch pit, 1935, attach
a cable, prior to moving
a large block.
Above: A close-up of the
lifting gear required to
move the stone.
Photos: Grainger
Collection (Camb. Coll.)

D

eclared a scheduled Site of Scientific Interest in 1951, the pit here is described in the
1965 Survey Report by the Cambs and Isle of Ely County Council as “probably the best
permanent exposure” of “the Burwell Rock of the Lower Chalk” in Cambridgeshire. At that
time, the walls of the pit were “largely overgrown, but good exposures are found in the northeastern corner where some 15ft [4.5m] of chalk is still visible.”52 On the northern side, too,
the chalk could still be seen. Indeed, the gardens of the Bloomsfield houses on this side end
in the towering white cliffs which are the only remaining sign that the pits were here. Fears
that development of the site would have a devastating effect on the wildlife which made their
homes here were partly allayed by correspondence in the local papers: according to one local
resident, “muntjac deer, pheasants and rabbits still abide both in the section of the pits left
undeveloped and in our neighbouring garden.”53

Left: A view showing
some of the larger blocks
waiting to be dealt with.
Photo: Grainger
Collection (Camb. Coll.)

52 Cambs and Isle of Ely County
Council Survey Report, 1965
53 Cambridge Evening News, 28th Aug,
1996

A small corner of the foirmer clunch pit, with some of
the best exposed surfaces has been preserved and can
still be seen adjacent to the houses of Bloomsfield.
Photos: A. Murkin
The pit in the Broads at the end of the village was a Parish Pit, which could be used by any
of the villagers; the others were in private hands. During excavations in the Victoria Lime Pits
in the 1920’s, archaeologist T.C. Lethbridge discovered, in the midst of a Saxon cemetery here,
a pit at least as old as the period of Roman occupation, which he suggests may have been a
clunch pit too. According to one writer, Burwell was the last place in England at which clunch
was dug for new building.54 In any event, it is recorded that the last Burwell clunch was taken
from the pits behind Isaacson’s Road and the High Street in July 1962, for repairs to Anglesey
Abbey in Lode.
The name of Burwell Parish magazine testifies to the importance of this stone to the village:
whilst other local magazines are given names such as Beacon (Swaffham Bulbeck) or Cresset
(Bottisham), Burwell’s is called Clunch.

Newmarket Road
L

eaving the village on Newmarket Road you
come to the site of a bridge which once crossed
the Cambridge - Mildenhall railway line. The line
closed in the 1960’s, but the straight line of the
trackbed can be seen to left of the embankment to
which, for safety reasons, the bridge was converted
in the 1980’s. Over the embankment, the road leads
to Exning, formerly of great importance locally as a
stronghold of the Saxon Kings of East Anglia.
There is probably no truth in the widely-held local
The Exning Road railway bridge, looking
belief that the outbreak of plague in 1227 caused the
east, in 1983, after removal of the track,
market for which it was famous to be moved to a
but before conversion to an embankment.
new site, namely the town of Newmarket:
Photo: Author’s Collection
Newmarket appears in records at least as early as
1219, but the charter for Exning market dates from
1257, almost 40 years later. The source of the plague story is believed to be a 19th Century
History of Exning, written by the vicar, Dr Thomas Dibdin in 1832.55
54 Alec Clifton-Taylor, quoted in The Buildings of England, Nikolaus Pevsner
55 Newmarket, Mediaeval and Tudor, Peter May

A supporting pillar, half-hidden in the earth, is the only
sign that this embankment was once a railway bridgeridge.

S

tanding on the embankment, facing out
of the village towards Exning, Burwell
station was about 3/4 of a mile to your right,
and Fordham station about 3 miles to your
left. The border between Cambridgeshire
and Suffolk is just in front of you, a few
metres from the foot of the embankment.
The house by the embankment on the Exning
side is called ‘Halfway House’, and is marked
as such on the 1902 Ordnance Survey map of
the area.

I

n the fields to the right, on the other side of the railway trackbed, aerial photography has
revealed a rectangular area, about 100 metres long and 50 metres wide, surrounded by a
wide 6 metre ditch. No other features are visible, but it may have been connected with a
Roman villa which was situated alongside the trackbed to the left. Building stone, wall plaster
and many pieces of mosaic floor - some quite large - were found here, and presented to the
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge, by Robert Stephenson in 1904. The
site was later excavated by Edward Greenfield in 1958 - 1959. Originally a wooden building,
rebuilt in stone, it appeared to be part of “a small private estate which gradually grew in
prosperity”.56 It may have been a villa in its own right, or part of a larger estate, and was
occupied until sometime in the first half of the 4th century; about the middle of the century
it burnt down. A small section of the mosaic pavement is on display in the Museum of

56 CAS 76

A view of the trackbed of the Cambridge Mildenhall railway, looking east, from the top of the
embankment. Photo: A. Murkin

The trackbed, still clearly visible, close to the former level
crossing on the track from Ness Road to Exning. This
photograph was taken just beyond the distant clump of
trees in the picture on the left.
Photo: A. Murkin
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Archaeology and Anthropology.
o your right, down below, is the site of Exning Road Halt, a request stop on the railway
line. All that was here to show that trains would stop was a name board and a 30ft [9m]
‘platform’ of ash and clinker, the edge of which was raised to rail-height with a large piece of
timber. There was an oil lamp to provide some illumination at night. In bad weather people
waiting for the train would have to shelter under the bridge. One carriage in each train, which
was specially marked as such, had a set of steps attached to it to enable passengers to get on
and off.

T

Two views of Exning Road Halt in the 1950’s.
Photo, Left: R. Edwards
Photo, Right: J. Sutton

D

uring the First World War, a Zeppelin flying over Exning, described by Wally Ware,
would have been visible from here, as would the “big yellowy glow in the sky” as it was
brought down over Cuffley, Hertfordshire.57 Zeppelin raids on Britain - of which there were
more than 50 during the war - began in January, 191558 and there were a number of sightings
of the airships in and around the village. On occasions bombs were dropped in the area: on
October 14th, 1915, when “serious damage” was done in air raids on London, one of the
Zeppelins was observed over Swaffham Prior, both coming and going from the capital, first at
8pm., and then again at 10.30 p.m. According to Rev Lawrence Fisher of Swaffham Prior, on
January 31st, 1916 - the peak year for airship raids - 6 Zeppelins dropped about 300 bombs
on the East, North East and Midlands; several of these landed on Isleham, the explosions
“shaking the houses” in Swaffham Prior.59 Isleham Parish Records note:
“On Monday 24th January, enemy Zeppelins dropped about 10 bombs on land in Isleham
Fen. No damage except about 15 fowls killed.”

W

hatever the precise date, on both these occasions - and others, until airship raids ceased
in August, 1918 - the Zeppelins were no doubt clearly visible from Burwell: when, one
night, another dropped a line of bombs parallel to the High Street in Newmarket, the
explosions were clearly heard in the village, and many people were woken up. A few moments
later, one of the residents of Jerusalem Cottages in North Street came stumbling out, saying
“Oi got my trousers on hind part afore!”60
57 Clunch, May 1980
58 An Illustrated Companion to the First World War, Anthony Bruce
59 Rev. Lawrence Fisher, St Mary’s Restoration Book, Swaffham Prior
60 Alex Hobbs, Clunch, May 1988
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uring the Second World War, the most dramatic incident in the history of the
Cambridge - Mildenhall line occurred very close to here when, at about quarter past five
in the evening of December 3rd, 1940, a train which had just left Burwell station and passed
under this bridge was attacked by an enemy aircraft, returning from a raid on nearby RAF
Newmarket Heath.61 18 high explosive bombs landed on and around the track, tearing up
50 yards of it, to the rear of the train, breaking windows and blowing off the roofs of several
carriages. The track in front of the train being clear, it continued towards Fordham, but the
plane turned and attacked again with its machine-guns. At least one passer-by abandoned his
bicycle and sought refuge in a roadside ditch, and a Lewis gun at a local emplacement opened
fire on the plane.62 The train arrived intact at Fordham, where two passengers, R.A.F. airmen,
one of whom had been injured in the hand, one in the neck, were taken to the hospital in
Newmarket.63 A piece of shrapnel from a bomb said to have fallen on the bridge can be seen
in Burwell Museum.
Years after the war, an unexploded bomb - perhaps from this attack - was ploughed up close
to the railway track in this area and reported to the local policeman, who “carefully measured
its distance to the parish boundary, decided it was 3 feet [1m] inside Exning and handed it
and all the attendant fuss over to the West Suffolk Constabulary.”64

Anglo-Saxon Burwell
B

urwell was undoubtedly a busy place in the period between the departure of the Romans
in the 4th century, and the coming of the Normans in the 11th.

This area stood on the border of two warring kingdoms, Christian East Anglia, led by King
Egric, and pagan Mercia, whose King Penda was engaged in “systematic warfare against the
parts of the country ruled by Christian Kings.”65 In 673, Penda turned his attention to East
Anglia; Egric was killed, and a new King, Anna, set about defending the kingdom. If not
Roman, the Devil’s Dyke may have been built at this time, as a defence against the heathen
Mercians, together with other dykes to the South-west. Anna’s capital was on the edge of
Burwell parish, at St Wendred’s Wells near Exning, just behind the Devil’s Dyke.

61 Michael J.F. Bowyer, Air Raid - The Enemy Offensive against East Anglia 1939 - 1945
62 Fuller’s View From The Attic, John Fuller
63 By Rail to Mildenhall, Peter Turner
64 Mary Ison, in Memories of the Second World War, Burwell History Society
65 Jeffrey Barham, Cambridgeshire Early History
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espite these defences, Anna was defeated and killed in battle by Penda, who appeared to
have arrested the Christianisation of East Anglia. Penda, though, seems not to have
objected to the conversion of his sons, and when he himself was killed the following year, 655,
he was succeeded by them, first Peada and then, after Peada too was killed in 656, his brother
Wulfhere, who married Anna’s granddaughter Ermenilda. Erminilda’s mother - Anna’s
daughter - was Sexberga, who had married the King of Kent. Another of Anna’s daughters,
Etheldreda, founded Ely Cathedral, taking the title of Abbess of Ely. She was succeeded in
this position by Sexberga and, in turn, Ermenilda. According to the Rev. Conybeare, Anna
had three other daughters, of whom “one was Abbess of Barking, another of Dereham,
another of Brie in France [whose] abbey was for generations the favourite boarding-school in
France for young ladies from England,” although during which period of history, he does not
say. Anna’s son, Earconwald became “one of the most famous of all the Bishops of London.”
The years between the late 7th and the middle 9th centuries were relatively peaceful and the
conversion to Christianity was officially complete. The 9th and 10th centuries, on the other
hand, were mostly occupied with keeping new invaders at bay - the Danes. The Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle records the Danish invaders over-wintering in East Anglia in 866, when “the
inhabitants made peace with them”, and in 870 at Thetford. In that year, they marched to
Medhamsted [Peterborough], “burning and breaking, and slaying abbot and monks, and all
that they there found. They made such havoc there, that a monastery, which was before full
rich, was now reduced to nothing.” In 875 a Danish army spent a year stationed at
Cambridge.
By 878 East Anglia had become became part of the ‘Danelaw’ - that part of the country
officially under Danish control, and remained so for over 40 years. Not until the year 921
did East Anglia come under English control again: King Edward [901 - 925], the son of Alfred
the Great, “went . . . with the West-Saxon army to Colchester; and . . . much people turned
to him, both in East-Anglia and in Essex, that were before under the power of the Danes. And
all the army in East-Anglia swore union with him . . . and the army that belonged to
Cambridge chose him separately for their lord and protector, and confirmed the same with
oaths, as he had advised.”66
In 984, Abbon of Fleury [Abbo Floriacensis67] was invited by Oswald, Archbishop of York and
Bishop of Worcester, to become Abbot of Ramsey. Abbon described East Anglia thus:
“On that side where the Sun declines to the west, this Province joins to the rest of the Island,
and consequently there is a clear open passage: but to prevent the enemies frequent incursions,
it is defended by a bank like a lofty wall, and by a deep ditch.”68

If, as seems probable, this is a reference to the Devil’s Dyke, then Burwell was right on the
disputed border of this territory.

Facing Page: View towards Burwell, in the 1960’s, from
the bridge over the railway line on Newmarket Road.
Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)

66 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
67 Britannia, William Camden
68 quoted in Camden, op. cit.
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t was during the reigns of Edward (899 - 925) and Athelstan (925 - 939) that the ‘shire’
system of local government was brought to East Anglia, and later the shires were subdivided
into ‘hundreds’. Burwell was the centre of Staploe Hundred, in that the Hundred meetingplace was situated here. The great land-owning religious houses were founded or revived
during this time: Peterborough, Ely, Thorney and, in 969, Ramsey Abbey, the major
landowner in Burwell. The Ramsey Chartulary records that the manor of Burwell was given
to Ramsey by Aelfsius de Landwathe (Landwade) during the reign of King Edgar (959 975).69
Scarcely 50 years after they had been expelled from East Anglia, however, the Danes returned
again on armed raids. In 1004, the Danish King Sweyne arrived with his fleet to Norwich,
“plundering and burning the whole town.”70 It was after this that the dangerous policy was
conceived, at the “council in East-Anglia,” that “it were better to purchase peace with the
enemy, ere they did too much harm on the land.”71 These sums of money - the so-called
‘Danegeld’ - became progressively larger and larger, and merely served to finance further raids.
In 1010 a Danish army came up from Ipswich, “marching continually till they came where
they understood Ulfcytel [the Saxon leader] was with his army.”72 In the ensuing battle, “the
East-Angles soon fled. Cambridgeshire stood firm against them . . . the Danes remained
masters of the field of slaughter . . . and afterwards took possession of East-Anglia, where they
plundered and burned three months; and then proceeded further into the wild fens, slaying
both men and cattle, and burning throughout the fens. Thetford also they burned, and
Cambridge.”73

Matters reached a head during the reign of Ethelred ‘the Unready’ - not a good translation of
the Anglo-Saxon word unraed: my Old English tutor at university felt strongly that Ethelred
‘the Twit’ was a more accurate rendition in modern English; the glossary of Sweet’s Anglo-Saxon
Reader prefers ‘bad policy’. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records that 17 areas, including
Cambridgeshire and half Huntingdonshire had been invaded by the Danes in 1011, and by
1016 the Danish King Knut (Canute) [1016 - 1040] was declared King of England. Danish
and Saxon kings ruled in relative peace for 50 years.

T

he major achievement of this period was “the establishment of nearly all the towns,
villages and farmland of modern England.”74 The old picture of such villages - “one
settlement in each parish clustered round a green and complete with manor house and
church” - certainly fits the ‘High Town’ area of Burwell, where a settlement along the High
Street can readily be imagined. A church, on the site of the present St Mary’s or the former
St Andrew’s would have stood at one end, and perhaps the fort in Spring Close which gives
Burwell it name. At the other, on the site of the old Victoria Lime Pits, between Mill Lane
and the High Street on one side, and Newmarket Road on the other, an Anglo-Saxon
cemetery was excavated in the 1920’s by T.C. Lethbridge. He concluded that the date of the
cemetery was probably 7th century, pagan, and that it seemed more typical of Kentish style
than East Anglian.

69 quoted in CAS 38
70 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
71 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
72 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
73 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
74 Alison Taylor, Anglo-Saxon Cambridgeshire

Background: The dovecote at Crowland Farm. Photo: A.Murkin
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he traditional view of the Saxon village has in recent years been modified somewhat, in
favour of the view that “many apparently normal nucleated villages originally contained
several scattered settlements, and the period when the classic mediaeval layout was organised
is still unknown.” This is certainly true of Burwell, where the North Street part of the village,
before the 20th century, was joined to the High Street only by Low Road. One writer asserts
that the village grew together from “five separate hamlets.”75

R

eturning into the village along Newmarket Road, just past the junction with Isaacson
Road, an unmade track, Greenlanes, leads to a junction with Mill Lane. On the right as
you walk down Greenlanes is a large area of allotments, stretching right down Newmarket
Road, behind the houses, almost as far as the junction with the High Street. They are wellused, but earlier in the 20th Century were larger and more numerous, with other sites around
the village. By 1940 - when, due to conditions of war, self-sufficiency in vegetables was a
matter of national importance - the use of allotments had already declined. G. Newman, the
Secretary of the Cambridge Allotmentholders Association, summed up the reasons for the
appearance then of many vacant plots:
“1. The earning power of labourers enabled them to purchase vegetables instead of growing
them.
2. The transport services to the towns gave the labourers the opportunity of seeing more of
life, with a shorter period for cultivation.
3. Many allotments are larger than the usual 10 poles, and the holders produce more crops
than they could use, and some was wasted.”76

Greenlanes/Mill Lane
Junction
S

tanding at this junction, facing west, Greenlanes is behind you, running
towards Newmarket Road. To your right, Mill Lane heads towards the
far end of the High Street; and to your left, towards Isaacson Road. Before
the late 20th Century houses were built here, the only building by the
corner of Greenlanes and Mill Lane was Delph End, believed to date from
the Georgian period, and partly built of local clunch - the hard, chalky
building material for which Burwell is famous.77 This may well have come
from across the road, because the area to the south of Greenlanes, now
beneath the Bloomsfield housing estate, is the site of what was once the
largest clunch quarry in the village. On the other side of Mill Lane stands
the large dovehouse at the rear of Crownall Farm.

75 Bruce Galloway, A History of Cambridgeshire
76 Parish Council Minutes, Nov 6th, 1940
77 Clark Turner, Sales Particulars, July 16, 1987

Just to the left along Mill Lane
from this junction stands
another of the hydrants which
were once a familiar site in the
village. Photo: A. Murkin
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Top: The dovehouse at Crowland Farm. Photo: A. Murkin

Bottom Left: The interior of the dovehouse.
Bottom Right: The dovehouse in the early 20th Century.
Photos: Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)

I

n front of you, School
Lane runs for a short
distance downhill to the
High Street. On the corner
of School Lane and Mill
Lane stands an interesting
stable and hayloft - just big
enough for a single horse belonging
to
Russet
Cottage, built around
1830, and at one time
owned by the Gardiner
family.

A

s you enter School
Lane,
descending
slightly towards the High
Street, you pass on your left
the former School House
and Primary School, now a
private house.

Top: The stable at Russet Cottage, with School Lane behind it. Photo: A. Murkin
Above: This photograph of School Lane from the 1900’s, taken from the opposite angle, shows the
field behind the Old School House - the former St Mary’s School - under cultivation. It also suggests
that the stable is the remains of a much larger barn, pictured here stretching down School Lane.
Opposite this barn was erected the building that became the school canteen, and was subsequently
demolished to make way for modern houses. Photo: F. Gillson (Camb. Coll.)

Mediaeval Burwell
A

s I write, the millennium is approaching, and the Illustrated History describes Burwell as
it appears now. To understand what Burwell was like at the time of the last millennium,
1000 years ago, is quite a task; but we have some help, thanks to the Domesday Book.
The Domesday Book of 1086 was the result of a complete survey of England undertaken by
the new government, installed by King William I - ‘William the Conqueror’ - who had
invaded the country from Normandy, France, in 1066. It is not a census as we have come to
know them, more a valuation of the land and assets of each of the 12,500 communities
described. Apart from the ‘serfs’ (non-landowning peasants), for example, it is probable that
only heads of families were counted. However, the entries for Burwell in the Domesday Book
and a similar document, the Inquisito Comitatus, drawn up at about the same time, give some
idea of the size and nature of the village at that time.78
Three-quarters of Burwell’s land was owned by the Abbot of Ramsey, a major landowner
throughout East Anglia, and another large part by Count Alan of Brittany, the Earl of
Richmond, who was King William’s son-in-law - he was married to William’s daughter,
Constance - and was a prominent land-owner in 12 other counties apart from
Cambridgeshire.
The size of Burwell was assessed at 15 hides [a hide was approximately 120 acres or 48
hectares]. Of these, the manor of the Abbott of Ramsey contained 10 hides and 1 virgate [a
quarter of a hide, 30 acres or 12 hectares] from the King. He farmed 3 hides and 40 acres
himself; these were the ‘demesne’ lands. The rest was farmed by villeins - of which there were
said to be 42 1/2 - and 8 serfs. A villein was the highest class of land-owning peasant - the
extra half was probably a villager with two masters! These figures probably represent heads of
households, not the total population.
The amount of land under agriculture was expressed as ‘ploughs’ - the amount of land that
would be ploughed by a team of 8 oxen. Ramsey Manor had enough land for 16 ploughs, 4
on the demesne - farmed by the Lord of the Manor - and 12 farmed by villeins. In addition,
there were 10 ploughs of meadow, pasture for cattle, and 2 mills, worth 6 shillings and 8 pence
[about 38p]. The Lord of the Manor owned 2 cows, 100 sheep, 25 pigs and 4 horses, which
gives some idea of the relative importance of these animals at that time. These lands were
worth £16.
In the smaller manor held by Count Alan were 2 1/2 hides held by ‘Alan’ - land for 5 ploughs,
2 farmed by the Lord of the Manor and 3 by villeins. On Count Alan’s land lived 4 villeins
and 4 serfs: there were 2 further mills, also worth 6 shillings and 8 pence; 3 ploughs of
meadow, cattle pasture, 240 sheep, 20 pigs and 3 horses. ‘Geoffrey’ held a further 1 hide and
1 virgate from Count Alan, who farmed 2 ploughs. 3 villeins and 2 serfs lived here: there was
1 plough of meadow, cattle pasture, 2 cows, 30 sheep, 20 pigs and 4 horses.

78 Information from both the Domesday Book and the Inquisito Comitatus, also quoted in the Victoria County History, Vol I, and The
Domesday Book - England’s Heritage Then and Now, ed. Thomas Hinde. Explanations of terms drawn from elsewhere in the latter book.
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hese lands of Alan and Geoffrey’s, worth £6, are said formerly to have been occupied by
‘sokemen’ who were “men of Ediva”, a lady, also known as Eddeva, Editha or ‘Edith the
Fair’ - perhaps the wife of King Edward the Confessor, and sister of King Harold79 - who is
frequently mentioned in Domesday records in this part of the country: in fact, she and her
retainers held more than a third of the land in Staploe Hundred80 In Magna Britannia (1808),
Daniel and Samuel Lysons records that William the Conqueror gave “the whole of queen
Editha’s property in Cambridgeshire” to Count Alan. This manor was presumably part of that
property.
1/2 a hide was held by the nuns of Chatteris - land for 1/2 a plough and meadow for 2 oxen
- and anther 1/2 a hide was held by Hardewin de Scalers from the King - land for 1/2 a plough
and meadow for oxen - which was farmed by Turc, one of the Abbott of Ramsey’s men.
Together, these two pieces of land were worth 30 shillings [£1.50].

I

n the Domesday period, Burwell was “a coastal town - not on the coast of the sea, but on
the edge of the marshy fenland that covered northern Cambridgeshire . . . The village was
prosperous then too.”81 However, this early picture of Burwell is “deceptively peaceful. Just
15 years before the Domesday survey, the village had been in the front line of Norman
attempts to suppress Hereward the Wake, England’s last and most successful rebel against
William the Conqueror. In the winter of 1070 - 71, Hereward’s men even attacked Burwell.
The full story is told by mediaeval commentators:
“A soldier said: ‘Only yesterday I saw some men coming from the Isle, not a great number no more than seven - in the dress of soldiers and armed with proper equipment for war, all of
whom were doubtless monks except two. They were well acquainted with warfare like the rest
of the soldiers and claimed to exercise the rights of a soldier. They set fire to Burwell and
inflicted mischief into every direction, and not only they, but others also, running about.
‘Some of our men, 10 in number, working in front of us, on the blockade, hurried without
consideration to themselves, hoping to capture them as they were of a smaller number than
ourselves, at length came up with them by the dyke, within distance of throwing lances. After
a great deal of fighting our men at last succumbed, but one managed to survive - a fine soldier,
Richard by name and by surname Grandson of the Viscount Osbertus, to whom, apart from
the main body a man named Wenochus had stuck closely in an attempt to take him.
‘While these were long fighting and the Isle men were awaiting and could see neither
prevailing, they observed us with a band of soldiers drawing near. Their leader, Hereward,
caused them to separate and forbad anyone to offer violence to Richard, saying it as unworthy
for two or three to fight against one and that he would on no account allow such a thing to
be done by his men. This we learned from the mouth of the man himself.
‘Finally we pursued them to their ships and we killed one of their sailors with a javelin and
caught another. And he recounted to us their dignitaries and who they were, adding their
names: Hereward the leader of the soldiers, Wenochus, Turstanaus, a young man who was
afterwards surnamed Warden, Boter of Saint Edmunds, Siwardus, Levricus and Acer the
Hard, so-called because he was hardy in enduring labour.’
Although these men were monks, they were most distinguished in all military knowledge and
often, with Hereward, made trial of valorous deeds, being thoroughly approved in their
training. But the king [William I] said nothing not a word either good or bad -thinking to
himself that it was an unworthy thing to abuse men who acted so valiantly and yet unwilling
to extol his enemies before his own men. He contemplated making peace with them, for he
was aware that the Isle of Ely was protected both by nature and by very brave men; he
perceived that he could in no way prevent their going in and out.”82
79 Village History in the Staploe Hundred, Lionel M. Munby
80 Munby, op. cit.
81 The Domesday Book - England’s Heritage Then and Now, ed. Thomas Hinde
82 De Gestis Herwardi Saxonis, revised and rewritten by Trevor Bevis
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he 12th and 13th centuries were also periods of political instability. It was at this time
that a castle was built in the village, as part of King Stephen’s campaign to defeat another
rebel, Geoffrey de Mandeville. Only the earthworks of the castle remain of this episode, and
the lane to the south and west of the church called ‘Mandeville’.
The village was not large then, but the first 300 years of the Norman period was a time of
expansion and rising population. In the Middle Ages, East Anglia was one of the most densely
populated regions of England. New villages appeared, and existing villages grew bigger.
Burwell, we are told, is a “splendid example” of this: “The village is now an extremely large
one, extending for almost two miles. But in the early 12th Century it was less than half this
length, largely confined to a single main street. With the rising population, the village
expanded northwards and developed an entirely new section which was laid out on top of the
older fields of late Saxon Burwell.”83

B

y the 14th century the 3-field system of agriculture had been established in
Cambridgeshire. A village would have 3 large fields, divided into strips, and farmers
would have strips in each field. One year a field would be planted with wheat, the next peas
or beans, and the next it would be ‘fallow’ [left to recover with nothing planted in it]. This
system was in operation “in the highland part of the parish” at least until the early 19th
century when the fields were enclosed.84

Most of the land around Burwell was divided into 4 such fields: 19th century maps, just
before enclosure, show North Field, Mill Field, South Field and Ditch Field. Not included
were the Fens, the Heath, and some old enclosed fields around Breach Farm, just to the southeast of Ness Road, about halfway between the village and the site of the former Toll Gate. This
large area of about 200 acres, referred to as ‘le Breche’ or ‘le Braach’ in old maps and records,
was enclosed into fields from at least the mid-13th century, some 500 years before the largescale enclosure of common fields. Although the exact location is not identified, a record of
transfer of a croft [smallholding] to Thomas Berker and his wife Margaret, in 1438, with “the
obligation to maintain the croft in enclosures at their own expense, and to repair the King’s
road at that croft.”85 The Causeway was only a path at this time, and there were no houses
along it: it probably ran between 2 of these fields, or along a division within one.
Little remains now to indicate the positions of these fields which dominated the agricultural
landscape for hundreds of years. All that can be traced are “long, sinuous ridges up to 400
yards long, 30 yards wide and up to 2ft [60cm] high,” which mark the headlands dividing
them, or sections within them.86 These ridges, revealed by aerial photography and identifiable
on pre-Enclosure maps, can be seen in a number of places in the village: in North Field, which
lay between North Street and Ness Road; in Ditch Field, between Heath Road and the Devil’s
Dyke, from Newmarket Heath to Reach Road; and in Mill Field, between Newmarket Road
and Ness Road. This latter may even have been the boundary between Mill Field and North
Field.

83 Christopher Taylor, Cambridgeshire and Mid Anglia
84 Charles Vancouver, General View of the Agriculture in the County of Cambridge, 1794
85 Liber Gersumarum of Ramsey Abbey, ed. Edwin B. Dewindt
86 Inventory of Historical Monuments in the County of Cambridge

Background: the earthworks of Burwell Castle. Photo: A. Murkin
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Old records also refer to an East Field - presumably somewhere between Ness Road and North
Street. In 1399, for example, 2 acres of land in “Estfeld at Buntynges Path” passed to Richard
Spencer, and in 1423 another 2 acres “in Estfeld” - or perhaps the same ones - to Thomas
Notewyn. One entry from 1406 refers to 4 acres of land “lying between Estfeld and
Sowthfeld [South Field].”87 Later, in the survey of Crown lands undertaken by the
Parliamentarians in 1649, “severall parcells of Arable land” are identified, “lying dispersedly in
the Common feildes of Burwell . . . in the Northfeilde and in ye Easte feilde, and also in
Millfeilde . . .”88
Unlike other neighbouring parts of the Fens, some fields in Burwell Fen were drained and
enclosed at this time. They lie in an arc, immediately to the north of the Weirs, from Reach
round to the Broads. In the Cartulary of Ramsey Abbey is a reference to a fishery in Burwell:
“Clariz and Robert de Clervaus, Walter de Bameville and Radulphus de Osdene hold a fishery
. . . and some acres of arable land for the food of the fishermen.” (“Clariz et Robertus de
Clervaus et Walterus de Bamevile et Radulphus de Osdene tenent unam piscaturam . . . et quinque
acras terrae aribilis ad cibum piscatoris.”89). This fishery “can be sited with a fair degree of
certainty on the fen edge”;90 and the fields referred to may, therefore, have been enclosed to
provide food for it. If it was towards the Broads end of the Weirs, it could be the “fishpond
of la Nesse” referred to in the Liber Gersumarum of Ramsey Abbey, which passed in 1399 to
the ownership of “William Taillor, alias Poket, and John Toys,” with “adjoining meadows and
ponds,” and, implying that it might have lain on the river, “the mill-dam.”91 In 1447, the
“fishpond in le Ness,” with “meadow and pond” passed to George Burthen and Thomas
Purye, who were to “repair and maintain the fishpond at their own expense,” and - it is not
at all clear why - “keep the lord and his successors blameless against anyone regarding the
fishpond and water.”92

A

part from Ramsey Abbey, amongst the most prominent landowners at the beginning of
the 14th century [1316] were Thomas de Vere and Thomas Ode.93 On the Dissolution
of the Monasteries in the reign of King Henry VIII [1509 - 1547], Ramsey Manor was
granted to Sir Edward North, who “after possessing it about 5 years, surrendered it again to
the Crown,”94 having sold part of it - the rectory and rectory manor of Burwell St Mary - to
the University of Cambridge in 1544.95
Another manor in Burwell was owned by the powerful Tiptoft family, who acquired it “as early
as the year 1277, before which time it had belonged to the family of Camois.”96 The Tiptofts
also owned another manor in the parish called Dullingham’s, other manors in the village at
this time were St Omer’s and St Martin’s. A number of the place names of the village are
referred to in records from this time: ‘la Nesse’, ‘Buntynges Path’ and ‘Galewhyll’ [Gallows or
Galley Hill on Devil’s Dyke] appear in 1399, and ‘Northstrete’ in 1427.97 Many place names
which have not survived are also used: ‘Bynnges’, ‘Rebyn’s hanedlond’ and ‘Ayllhanedlond’ in
1400; ‘Braddeye’ (1400), ‘Bradweye’ (1423) or ‘Bradeweye’ (1446); ‘Wakeleysmegate’ (1410)
or ‘Wakelynsgate’ (1442); ‘Cheselenspightill’ (1415), ‘Chestevynespightill’ (1447) or
‘Chastelyn’s pithel’ (1455); ‘Fysshestrete’ (1423) or ‘Fyssher Street’ (1440) [Fish or Fisher
Street]; ‘Wodelane’ [Wood Lane] (1425); ‘Pymys’ or ‘Prymys’ (1442); ‘Puttokys’ (1447); and
‘Yngoldesslowgh’ (1448).98
87 Dewindt, op. cit.
88 Parliamentary Survey, 1649

93 Documents Relating to Cambridgeshire Villages, W.M. Palmer & H.W. Saunders
94 Magna Britannia, Daniel & Samuel Lysons
95 The Archives of the University of Cambridge, Heather Peek & Catherine Hall

89 quoted in The Mediaeval Fenland, H.C Darby
90 The Cambridgeshire Landscape, Christopher Taylor 96 Lysons, op. cit.
91 Dewindt, op. cit.
97 Dewindt, op. cit.
92 Dewindt, op. cit.
98 Dewindt, op. cit.
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T
T

wo events of major historical importance which swept the country during the 14th
century were the Great Plague of 1348 - 49, and the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381.

he outbreak of Plague - ‘Magna Mortalitas’, or the ‘Black Death’ - in the year 1348 is not
as well-known or documented as the later epidemic of 1665 (famously recorded in the
Diary of Samuel Pepys), but was more devastating in its effects and more significant in its
consequences: “Every aspect of human endeavour was affected. Family, religion, government,
and the economy were all shaken.”99

The disease, caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis (also known as Pasteurella pestis) is
normally transmitted by a bite from an infected flea: rats bearing such fleas were unwittingly
carried to Messina, Sicily on trading ships from the Black Sea in October, 1347, and spread
rapidly throughout the whole of Europe, arriving in England by August 1348.100 The plague
only lasted about a year in each area, but a third of a district’s population would die during
that period. People tried to protect themselves by carrying little bags filled with crushed herbs
and flowers over their noses, but to little effect. Those infected with the bubonic version of
the Plague would suffer from great swelling (“bubos” in the Latin of the times) and take to
their beds; those with septicaemic would die quickly, before any obvious symptoms had
appeared; those with respiratory also died quickly, but not before developing obvious
symptoms: a sudden fever that turned the face a dark rose colour, a sudden attack of sneezing,
followed by coughing, coughing up blood, and death.101 The children’s rhyme Ring a ring a
rosie dates from this time, and records these ominous symptoms. A typical version of the
rhyme - there are several - goes like this:
Ring a ring a rosie,
A pocketful of posies,
Atishoo, atishoo
All fall down!

Burwell manorial records for 1348 - 49 show no trace of the plague in the village102, but no
explanation has emerged as to why this should be, since, although this situation is by no
means unique, so many parts of Britain and Europe were laid waste. Conservative estimates
put the death toll in Europe at 25% of the total population, or 25 million people;103 others
put the figure as high as 40 million.104 Perhaps as many as a third of the population of
England, some 1.4 million people, died in the space of 5 years.105 Ironically, the disease can
be effectively controlled by modern antibiotics.106
The effects of the plague were profound: new attitudes toward death, the value of life, and of
one’s self. It kindled a growth of class conflict, a loss of respect for the Church, and the
emergence of a new personal spirituality that profoundly altered European attitudes toward
religion.107 People and society were never the same again. Even when the worst was over,
smaller outbreaks continued, not just for years, but for centuries. The survivors lived in
constant fear of the plague’s return, and the disease did not disappear until the 1600s. In
addition to these personal consequences, so many people had died that there were serious
labour shortages all over Europe. This led workers to demand higher wages, but landlords
refused those demands. By the end of the 1300s peasant revolts broke out in England, France,
Belgium and Italy.
99 They All Fall Down - The Black Death of 1348-49, William E.
Baker
100 The Black Death: Bubonic Plague, Aaron Rice
101 The Black Death, 1347 - 1351
102 Victoria County History, Vol II

103 Rice, op. cit.
104 Baker, op. cit.
105 The Black Death, Phillip Ziegler, quoted in A Note on the
14th Century Black Plague
106 Bubonic Plague, The Black Death, Jamie Brownlee
107 The Black Death, 1347 - 1351
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T

he Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 was a serious uprising, and, as with the Black Death, virtually
no part of the country was wholly unaffected. According to the contemporary French
Writer, Jean Froissart, (c.1330 - c.1400): “Never was a country in such jeopardy as was
[England] at that period.”108 In the aftermath of the Black Death, unstable economic
conditions led the English government to restrict wages in an attempt to control the rising
costs demanded by skilled labourers. At the same time, a shortage of food made it absolutely
mandatory that as many farms as possible be worked, and the rights (such as they were) of the
villeins who worked them were often overlooked in favour of turning a profit. Villeins, while
theoretically free and owned by no man, were nevertheless bound by law to work the land on
which they lived and provide services and goods to the owner of that land. They were
prohibited from translating these services into cash and from paying rent instead of working.
If they were ill-treated in any way by their landlord they could not speak against him in court;
if they left the land without his permission they could be hunted down and imprisoned. There
was no way out of this cycle of bondage except to change the law, but no one represented the
peasantry in Parliament.109
In the spring of 1381, no longer willing to accept the bonds of villeinage, thousands of
peasants rose up and demanded legal recourse for the injustices of inherited servitude.
Froissart tells the story like this:
“Rebellion was stirred up, as it was formerly done in France by the Jacques Bons-hommes . . .
It is marvellous from what a trifle this pestilence raged in England. In order that it may serve
as an example to mankind, I will speak of all that was done, from the information I had at the
time on the subject.
It is customary in England, as in several other countries, for the nobility to have great
privileges over the commonalty, whom they keep in bondage; that is to say, they are bound by
law and custom to plough the lands of gentleman, to harvest the grain, to carry it home to
the barn, to thrash and winnow it: they are also bound to harvest the hay and carry it home.
All these services they are obliged to perform for their lords, and many more in England than
in other countries.

Greenlanes/
Mill Lane
junction in
the 1960’s,
showing
Delph End,
Russet
Cottage and
Crowland
Farm
dovecote
Photo:
Aerofilms
Ltd.

The evil-disposed in these districts began to rise, saying, they were too severely oppressed; that
at the beginning of the world there were no slaves, and that no one ought to be treated as such,
unless he had committed treason against his lord, as Lucifer had done against God: but they
had done no such thing, for they were neither angels nor spirits, but men formed after the
same likeness with their lords, who treated them as beasts. This they would not longer bear,
but had determined to be free, and if they laboured or did any other works for their lords,
they would be paid for it.”110

108 Froissart’s Chronicle, ed. Steve Muhlberger, Nipissing University
109 Conflagration: The Peasants’ Revolt, Melissa Snell
110 Muhlberger, ed., op. cit.
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W

at Tyler was elected leader of the insurrection which broke out in Kent in June, 1381,
in protest at the imposition of a Poll Tax to be paid by every person over the age of
fifteen. After assembling the great crowd of protesters on Blackheath, he led them to London
where they sacked Lambeth Palace, burnt the palace of the Duke of Lancaster and other great
buildings, seized the Tower, and killed Simon Sudbury, archbishop of Canterbury, the royal
treasurer, and many wealthy persons.111
Almost no part of the country was free from violence and rioting over the weekend of the 15th
- 17th of June that year, directed at the rich landowners. For periods of between a weekend
and a fortnight, “much of East Anglia was plunged into a state of near anarchy.”112 Although
it would be “an exaggeration to say that the whole of Eastern England was affected by the
risings, it does seem to be the case that in June 1381 Norfolk, Suffolk and even
Cambridgeshire was on the verge of experiencing a general revolution.”113
In Burwell it was reported that, on Sunday the 16th, “John Kempe of Dullingham was captain
of a band which went to the house of Thomas de Swaffham [in Reach] with banners
displayed, and stole 40 shillings worth of goods.”114 John Greyston of Bottisham, tried at the
assizes in Bottisham in July, 1381, said to have been “an active instigator of sedition in the
neighbourhood,” was stated to have gone through the villages of Burwell, Swaffham and
Wilbraham, declaring that he had “full authority from the king to raise men and destroy
traitors and others whom he would name; and further to have commanded all men to join
him under pain of death.”115
On June 15th, Tyler and his mob met the young King, Richard II [1377 - 1399] in
Smithfield, but during the conference Tyler was killed by Sir William Walworth, the Lord
Mayor of London. Richard persuaded Tyler’s followers to leave London by promising to
accede to their demands, and apart from one or two isolated incidents, the revolt was over by
Tuesday the 18th. As soon as the danger was past, however, the promises were broken, and
1500 of the rebels were tried and executed. Sir Pain Tiptoft, of the prominent Burwell family,
acted as a judge in one of the courts set up in 1382 to punish the rebels.

D

uring the Wars of the Roses, a long and bloody civil war which began in 1455 and
continued intermittently until the defeat of Richard III by Henry Tudor (Henry VII) at
Bosworth in 1485, a descendant of Sir Pain’s - John Tiptoft, Earl of Worcester - played a
significant and not entirely honourable part.

111 Snell, op. cit.
112 R.B. Dobson, quoted in Newmarket, Mediaeval and Tudor, Peter May
113 R.B. Dobson, quoted in May, op. cit.
114 Documents Relating to Cambridgeshire Villages, W.M. Palmer & H.W. Saunders
115 The Rising in East Anglia in 1381, Edgar Powell
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Stocks Hill as it is now, in the late 20th Century, showing the restored pump. Photo: A. Murkin
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5
High Street
T

he building on the left, No. 25 High St, dates from the 17th century: a panel on the west
gable, now covered, was marked with the date ‘1646’.1 A ceramic plaque with this date
hangs above the door. Today it is a private house, but before that it was an antique shop; in
the past has been a farm, a grocery and sweet shop. In the 19th and early 20th century it was
owned by the Hawkes family, in the 1960’s by Mr King, and in the 70’s was called Cooper’s.
1 Department of Environment, List of Buildings
of Special Architectural or Historical Interest,
East Cambs District, 1984

25 High Street
Above: as it is now
Photo: A. Murkin
Below: as it was in the early
years of the 20th Century
Photo: Cambridgeshire
Collection
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Aerial View, looking south, from the tower of St. Mary’s Church, c. 1960
Photo: Frith Collection, Cambridgeshire Collection
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No. 27 was once a butcher’s, and further along, on a spot now occupied by a hairdresser’s,
stood Reeve’s Fish and Chip shop - a most important amenity in this part of the village housed in the former club room of the White Horse pub. In the early 1960’s it was run by
Harry Reeve and his wife. The business had been started by Harry’s mother “in a corrugated
shed in the garden of their home in Mandeville.”2

2 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
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N

ow a private house, the White Horse, was the next building along. Between the
hairdresser’s and the White Horse was, earlier in the 20th century, the White Horse Bowls
Club; and at the back of the pub, where the late-20th century housing development, Wild
Acres, is now situated, there was once a Variety Hall called the Rialto. During the Second
World War [1939 - 1945], this area housed a rest camp for serving soldiers, and the Rialto Hall
was the servicemen’s canteen.3 One day, as the soldiers were queuing up for their tea, two small
‘whistling bombs’ fell, creating two small craters.4

From the late 18th century, landlords and landladies here were Oliver Carter, 1764 - 1782; Ann
Carter, 1783 - 1803; Oliver Carter, 1804 - 1828.5 Pigot’s, Harrod’s and Kelly’s Directory for the
following years show Oliver Carter (1830), Sarah Carter (1839, 1847), John Carter (1864,
1865, 1873), George Bacon (1883), Henry Hills (1896), Lewis G. Flint (1900), George Flint
(1904, 1908, 1916, 1922), Arthur Hills (1929), Frederick Coote (1933) and Oliver
Burningham (1937).6 At the time of its closure in November, 1975, it was being run by Reg
and Mary Randall.

Above left: This dovehouse stood in the White Horse yard.
The back of the photograph is marked ‘Gone by 1931’
Photo: Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)
Above right: The White Horse decked out in Festive style,
early 20th Century.
Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)

3 Betty Ellwood, in Memories of the Second World War, Burwell History Society.
4 James Badcock, ibid.
5 County Records Office, Shire Hall, Cambridge
6 Pigot: 1830, 1839; Harrod: 1873; Kelly: 1847, 1864, 1875, 1883, 1896, 1900,
1904, 1908, 1916, 1922, 1929, 1933, 1937

Looking west, towards the
High Street, from the
grounds of the White
Horse Bowls Club, now
the late-20th Century
housing estate, Wild
Acres.
Inset: Entrance to the
Bowls Club.
Photos: Grainger
Collection (Camb. Coll.)

O

n the right hand side of the road here, No. 44 is the Five Bells pub, so named in the mid18th century because, at that time, the church had 5 bells (it now has 8). Both of these
pub buildings date from the 18th century, but both have early 19th century additions. The
Five Bells has a single storey room added to the north end; the former White Horse had more
substantial additions on the south side and the west side, facing the street.
Kelly’s and Harrod’s Directories for the following years show past landlords and landladies of
the Five Bells as Charles Hunt (1864, 1865), James Mason (1873), James Fuller (1875, 1883,
1892, 1896), Ann Fuller (1900, 1904, 1916), Thomas Tweed (1922, 1929), Frank Palmer
(1933) and Beatrice Palmer (1937). Later licensees include Jacobs, Palmer (Harry),
Hargreaves and Lil and Bill Cole.7

The Five Bells as it is
now, at the end of the
20th Century.
Photo: A. Murkin

7 Mike Pike, Clunch, July 1993

Facing page: High Street, looking north from the church gates, very early in the 20th Century.
Photo: F. Gillson (Camb. Coll.)

196

A

fter the Five Bells, on the right, a little way back from the road, stands the Gardiner
Memorial Hall, a village hall used for a variety of functions. The money for its
construction was provided in his will by John Gardiner, a “much-respected native of Burwell
. . . associated for many years with Messrs Marshall & Snelgrove, Silk Mercers, Oxford Street,
London.”8 The Parish Council first discussed - and unanimously accepted - the offer, which
was conditional on their agreeing to the maintenance of the building, at their meeting on
November 25th, 1913, Gardiner having died in August the previous year. In May, 1914, they
proposed that the Hall should be large enough to seat 400 - 450, with “kitchen, two
cloakrooms . . . hot water heating and some form of gas lighting.” Disappointed to hear, the
following month, that the Trustees of Gardiner’s will were unwilling to spend more than
£1000 on the project, they agreed that money from the will would be spent on erection of the
Hall only, and work went ahead. A representative of the architects attended the August, 1914,
Parish Council Meeting, and produced a sketch of the design; the foundation stone-laying
ceremony took place on December 10th. Work was completed the following year, Arthur
Beard appointed caretaker, and the opening ceremony held on June 23rd, 1915, a tea being
provided by the Trustees of the will to all parishioners who attended. In the evening, there
was a concert, a piano for the Hall having been presented by the Misses Lucas, who lived just
along the High Street.9
Right: The Gardiner Memorial Hall, from the forecourt of the
White Horse, within a decade or two of its construction.
Photo: Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)
Below: The Hall at the end of the 20th Century, showing the
single storey extension at the front, a later addition.
Photo: A. Murkin

8 Dr. Charles Lucas, The Fenman’s World
9 Burwell Parish Council Minutes
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T

he First World War had already begun in August, 1914, and among early uses for the Hall
were sewing meetings “to make various things required by the soldiers”, requested by
Miss Lucas in August, 1915. Red Cross meetings were held here, and in December 1916
Robert Stephenson asked to use the Hall for a twice-weekly ‘Volunteers Drill’. In September,
1917, it was proposed at the Parish Council Meeting that use of the Hall on Tuesdays, Fridays
and Saturdays should be granted to the soldiers then billeted in the village.10 According to
local resident, Wally Ware, the Suffolk, Bedfords and Northants Regiments were based here,
each regiment with “its own guard out with rifles and fixed bayonets on the Exning Road.”11

The Peace Agreement was signed at Versailles, France, on June 28th, 1919, and the date of the
Celebration of Peace was fixed as July 19th. A Ham Tea was provided in the Memorial Hall
for all children under the age of 14, soldiers and their wives, all persons in receipt of Parish
Relief and those living in Almshouses, and “a public welcome . . . given to all the soldiers.”12

A

fter the war, films were regularly shown here: in April 1919, the Parish Council received
a request from Mr B.C. Kirby, who had “recently hired the Hall for 5 nights for a cinema
show”, for the Council to licence the Hall so that it could be used regularly - on Saturdays for cinema shows. Two of the councillors, Mr Game and Mr Chapman, stated that they had
“made it their business to visit the Hall” and “expressed their approval of the pictures shown
by Mr Kirby,”13 and the Parish Council Chairman, Rev. Upton, attended a County Council
meeting on May 29th, 1919, in support of the licence application. The licence - renewable
annually at a cost, originally, of 7/6 [37p] - was granted, subject to the usual conditions of
installing fire extinguishers, illuminated EXIT lanterns, and so on, and the provision of rooms
lined with fire retardant materials from which the films would be projected, and where they
could be rewound.14 This latter regulation was necessary, as the material from which films
were then made was highly inflammable.
The shows were undoubtedly popular, as by September, 1919, Kirby was requesting use of the
Hall on Mondays as well as Saturdays, at a cost of £30 a year for each night.
In Burwell’s case, an extra restriction was placed on their use of the Hall - the gallery was “not
to be used for any purpose during any cinematograph exhibition,”15 presumably because of
the difficulty of escaping from the building in the event of an emergency. A further
application in October, 1919, to use the gallery was refused by the County Council who, at
the same time, resolved to ask the Police to visit “from time to time” licensed buildings. This
appears to have resulted in the reporting of an infringement of the rules at Burwell, as the
Minutes of Cambridgeshire County Council in the following year record the following:
“The Clerk of the Council reported that the prosecution for an infringement of the terms of
the licence under the Cinematograph Act, 1909 . . . was dismissed by the Justices for the
Newmarket Petty Sessional Division, on the ground that there was no evidence that at a
particular exhibition the films used were inflammable. The Clerk of the Council further
reported that the Chairman of the [Licensing] Committee had directed the Superintendent of
Police to apply to the Justices to state a case for the opinion of the High Court.”16

10 Burwell Parish Council Minutes
11 Clunch, May 1980
12 Burwell Parish Council Minutes
13 Burwell Parish Council Minutes
14 Cambridgeshire County Council Minutes, 29th May, 1919
15 Cambridgeshire County Council Minutes, ibid.
16 Cambridgeshire County Council Minutes, 26th May, 1920
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The licence was, nevertheless, renewed, and in March, 1922 the original terms were amended
to say that “if the immediate exit from the gallery is protected from use by occupiers of other
seats, the gallery may be used during cinematograph exhibitions.”17
Shows were originally put on by Kirby and Mark, and their pianist - a necessary part of the
entertainment in the days of silent movies - was Jack Fulcher, understudied by St Mary’s
schoolmaster Kelly Webb.18 By February, 1921, the Parish Council were dealing with W.R.
(Ralph) Wolsey and R.W. Ripley - Kelly’s Directory of 1933 shows R. Wolsey as the proprietor
of ‘Burwell Cinema’. Wolsey had had some experience of travelling film shows in America
and Canada before the War, and decided to set up a similar operation in this area with “a little
bit of pocket money” he had remaining after his demob from the R.A.F.19 At first silent films
were shown, accompanied by pianists Ruby Lane (of the baker’s family) or Soham man Reg
Aldis. Ethel Beard, the caretaker’s sister, was the cashier and Molly Lambert the usherette: the
Memorial Hall became the ‘Electric Cinema’.
A typical programme from the 1920’s ran like this:

Sat Oct 30th
TWO HOUSES AT 5.30 & 7.30
1. A Film Version of the Famous Novel, Entitled:

Tess of the D’Urbevilles
A Story that enthralls with its romance and charm
A TREAT IN STORE FOR EVERYONE WHO SEES IT!
2. Charlie Chaplin in one of his funniest comedies.
3. Episode 3 of our New Serial

Mystery of 13
4. Latest events of the Pathé Gazette
TWO AND A HALF HOURS OF REAL PLEASURE
Prices 1/3 [7p] (Reserved) and 1/- [5p]
Children 5d [2p] First House only
17 Cambridgeshire County Council Minutes, 28th March, 1922
18 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
19 Clunch, Sept 1994
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In May, 1923, Wolsey applied to the Council for permission to use the Hall on Whit Sunday
afternoon “that the British Legion might hear the Speeches of the Prince of Wales and others
at the Queen’s Hall.”20 Soon, sound discs became available to accompany films, and Wolsey
was able to claim to be the first presenter of ‘talking pictures’ in this area.21 In 1937, he moved
to become manager of the Doric cinema in Newmarket, and from March 1st that year the
Burwell cinema was taken over by Messrs Beard and Reynolds. In June, 1940, the Parish
Council received an application to show films from A.R.T. Gregory of Sawbridgeworth.
No 52, just after the Gardiner Memorial Hall, on the right, was once a farm. The yard was
used in the late 1960’s by scrap metal merchants, G.H. Sparks, and the farmhouse for shops:
in the early 1970’s, Seymour’s, “the Friendly Greengrocer”22, and later, Peter Norman
Antiques.
Next on the right is No 54, a large house named ‘Tiptoft’, a reminder of an important and
powerful family associated with the village in the Middle Ages, and the manor named after
them. For a long time, in the early part of the 20th Century, the house was occupied by the
Misses Lucas, Annie and Annie Elizabeth. Annie Elizabeth died in 1924, aged 69, Annie in
1929, aged 80.

The Tiptoft Family
The Tiptoft family were important landowners in the village from the early Middle Ages, and,
during the time of the protracted civil war of the 15th Century, at least one of them attained
considerable notoriety. The symbols of the warring sides in this acromonious dispute were the
white rose of York, and the red rose of Lancaster: hence the name, the ‘Wars of the Roses’.
According to Magna Britannia23, the Tiptofts held their manor “as early as the year 1277.” In
this year Robert Tiptoft is recorded as being granted permission to hold a “market and fair at
his manor of Burewell”.24 R.P. Mander states that they acquired large estates in
Cambridgeshire and adjacent counties during the reign of Henry IV (1399 - 1413), and their
main place of residence is said to have been Burwell Castle.25 ‘Crowlands’, or ‘Crowland
Farm’, No. 28 High Street is also thought to be on the site of Tiptoft manor house.26
No fewer than 6 generations of the family are described or mentioned in the Dictionary of
National Biography. The first was ROBERT de Tiptoft, “sometimes styled Baron Tibetot or
Tiptoft,” who was governor of Porchester Castle, later governor of Nottingham Castle, and,
in 1280, appointed justice of South Wales and governor of the castles in Cardigan and
Carmarthen. He was an M.P. in the Parliaments of 1276 and 1290. On his death in 1298
he is described as holding “the manor of Borewelle [Burwell], jointly with his wife, Eva, as well
as “the manor of Hardliston [Harston, Cambs].”27 He was succeeded by his son PAIN
(c.1279 - 1314), who was then 19 years of age.
20 Burwell Parish Council Minutes
21 Clunch, Sept 1994
22 St Mary’s Parish Magazine, Sept 1974
23 Daniel and Samuel Lysons, 1808
24 Feudal Cambridgeshire, William Farrer
25 Tiptoft, the Scholar and the Sadist, East Anglian Magazine, Vol 8
26 Discovering Burwell, Walk 1
27 Farrer, op. cit.
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Pain’s son was JOHN (1313 - 1367), and his son another PAIN, by his second wife, Elizabeth.
This Pain Tiptoft is recorded as acting as a judge in the enquiries following the Peasants’
Revolt of 1381.

Pain and Agnes’ son, JOHN (c.1375 - 1443), the first proper Baron Tiptoft, was M.P. for
Huntingdonshire from December 1403 to March 1406, when he became Speaker of the
House of Commons. In the Parliament of 1413 - 1414 he represented Somerset. In 1416 he
had “a prominent share” in the organisation of Normandy after its conquest by Henry V
(1413 - 1422).28 He married twice, first to Philippa, and secondly to Joyce (or Jocosa29), by
whom he had a son. According to Mander, he is chiefly remembered for his harsh treatment
of the Lollards [reformist Christians, whose views on Catholic beliefs and social reform led to
their persecution as heretics], demonstrating a “hereditary strain of sadism in the family which
was to show itself in a more pronounced form in the next generation.”30

For it is his son, JOHN Tiptoft (1427 - 1470), the second Baron and the ‘scholar and sadist’
of Mander’s article cited above, for whom the family is best known. As Mander puts it:
“There must be something abnormal about a man, irrespective of the age in which he lived,
who is so diversely described by his contemporaries as the butcher on the one hand, and as
the pilgrim scholar on the other. Such a man was that Yorkist nobleman, John Tiptoft,
sometime Earl of Worcester. To his Lancastrian contemporaries and political opponents he
seemed to be the very reincarnation of Attila the Hun, whilst on the other hand the Holy
Father [the Pope] was brought to the brink of tears by his eloquence and learning.”31

At the beginning of the Wars of the Roses in 1455, the Lancastrian King Henry VI was on
the throne. In about 1457, John Tiptoft left England for Italy, spending some years in Padua,
where he studied Latin and became friends with Gulliano, “the most famous teacher of his day
in Italy.”32 He attended lectures on Greek in Florence, bought vast quantities of books - later
presented to Oxford University - and translated Italian works into English, two being printed
by William Caxton. He had an audience with Pope Pius II, and on one occasion delivered an
oration before him and the college of cardinals, for which “the Pope praised the earl in no
uncertain terms.”33

In 1461, Henry VI was decisively defeated at the Battle of Towton, and the Yorkist Edward
IV took the throne. The architect of his success was the immensely rich and powerful Richard
Neville, Earl of Warwick, nicknamed the ‘Kingmaker’ because of his decisive influence during
this period. Tiptoft now returned to England, where he took up a number of important
positions: Treasurer of the Realm, Governor of Ireland and Constable of the Tower of London
- a post which, by coincidence, had once been held by Geoffrey de Mandeville, the 12th
century rebel who was killed at Burwell Castle.
28 Dictionary of National Biography
29 Rev. C.L.S. Linnell, Ely Cathedral Monuments
30 op. cit.
31 Mander, op. cit.
32 Mander, op. cit.
33 Mander, op. cit.

201
As Constable of England, a position he held from 1462 to 1467, Tiptoft became responsible
for law and order on Edward’s behalf, and seems to have carried out this duty with relish: one
of his “most merciless acts”, according to Mander,34 was to sentence to death “that most
popular lord of the manor of Lavenham”, John de Vere, Earl of Oxford, and his son Aubrey,
“for the whiche the peple of the londe were gretely displeysed, and ever afterwarde the Erle of
Wurcestre was gretely behatede emonge the peple, for ther dysordinate deth that he used
contrary to the lawe of the lond.”35
While in Ireland, he caused the death of the Earl of Desmond, and is also generally held
responsible for the death of Desmond’s 2 young sons. Two particular incidents seem to have
contributed most to the sadistic side of his reputation: the first, in the wake of his suppression
of an uprising in Lincolnshire, when captured Lancastrians were hung, drawn and quartered;
and the other involving “Clapham, a squire of the Earl of Warwick, and 19 of his friends, all
gentlemen.” In both cases the unfortunate victims were “subjected to a new indignity - that
of being impaled.”36
Sadly, Tiptoft is not dramatised in Shakespeare’s account of the Wars of the Roses, the 3 Parts
of Henry VI. His role in the story, though, is alluded to by the Earl of Oxford, the younger
son of the Earl that Tiptoft had condemned to death. Oxford is justifying Henry’s claim to
the throne; the Earl of Warwick - siding at this time with Edward IV - asks him:
“Can Oxford, that did ever fence the right,
Now buckler falsehood with a pedigree?
For shame! leave Henry, and call Edward king.”

To which Oxford replies:
“Call him my king by whose injurious doom
My elder brother, the Lord Aubrey Vere,
Was done to death? And more than so, my father,
Even in the downfall of his mellow’d years,
When Nature brought him to the door of Death?
No, Warwick, no; while life upholds this arm,
This arm upholds the arm of the house of Lancaster.”37

In 1465, Henry was captured and imprisoned in the Tower, but the fortunes of the Yorkists
and Lancastrians ebbed and flowed throughout this period. Edward fell out with the
‘Kingmaker’, the Earl of Warwick, who promptly changed to the Lancastrian side and
engineered a counter-revolution: in 1470, Henry VI was released from imprisonment and
restored to the throne, Edward fled to the Netherlands, and Tiptoft was on the run from the
new regime, who were bent on revenge. He went into hiding in the forest of Weybridge in
Huntingdonshire, but “intensive searches were instituted” and he was finally captured,
“hiding in the branches of a high tree.”38

34 op. cit.
35 Warkworth, quoted in the Dictionary of National Biography
36 Mander, op. cit.
37 The Arden Shakespeare
38 Mander, op. cit.
Background: The Tiptoft tomb, Ely cathedral. Photo: A. Murkin
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He was brought to London for trial at the Palace of Westminster. Ironically - and it was surely
no coincidence - his judge was young de Vere, the Earl of Oxford. The verdict was a foregone
conclusion: Tiptoft was found guilty and executed at the Tower of London. His execution was
to have taken place on Monday 17th October, 1470, but “as he was being led from
Westminster to Tower Hill, so great a crowd pressed round to see him that the sheriffs were
forced to lodge him in Fleet prison until the next day.”39 Several ecclesiastics are said to have
accompanied him to his death in the afternoon of the 18th, and among them “an Italian friar,
who reproached him for his cruelties,” and specially for the deaths of the two youths, the sons
of the Earl of Desmond. He met his death “with patience and dignity,” and is said to have
“bidden the headsman to strike him three blows in honour of the Trinity.”40

According to Mander, he met his fate “with a callous indifference,” claiming to the end that
“all his actions had been dictated by the consideration of what was best for the state.”
Certainly, if Shakespeare’s version of events represents popular opinion of the time, then a
share of the blame for Tiptoft’s actions rested with Edward, the king.

In fact, Tiptoft was doubly unlucky, as Henry’s resumption of the throne was short-lived: in
the following year, 1471, Edward returned from the Netherlands, defeated and killed the Earl
of Warwick at the Battle of Barnet and returned Henry to the Tower, where he died soon after.
Edward continued his rule in relative peace until his death in 1483.

John Tiptoft married 3 times: his first wife, who died in 1450, was Cicely, widow of Henry
de Beauchamp, and earlier Earl of Warwick; his second was Elizabeth, daughter of Robert
Greyndour, by whom he had a son, who died in infancy; his third, another Elizabeth - whom
he married some 17 years after the death of the first - was the daughter of Thomas Hopton,
and widow of Sir Roger Corbet. They had a son, Edward.

The ornate, canopied family tomb stands in the south choir aisle of nearby Ely Cathedral one of the grandest there, in fact. Three effigies lie on top, a man and two women, and there
is some dispute as to whether it is the tomb of Sir John the father, or the son. There is no
inscription on the tomb itself, but the explanatory notice beside it identifies it as that of the
father, “John, Baron Tiptoft, c. 1375 - 1443, Lord Treasurer of England 1408, Steward of the
Royal Household, and of his two wives.” Rev. Linnell41 draws this conclusion, since records
show “there was a chantry at Ely for John, . . . his father, and his two wives . . . [which] was
to be served by a monk-priest.” Other accounts, however - for example Mander42 and the
earlier Notes on the Memorials in Ely Cathedral by Rev. L.E. Blackburne - attribute the tomb
to the son. If this is the case, then only two bodies are interred within: those of two of his
wives - presumably living at Burwell when they died. The younger Tiptoft himself, after his
execution in 1470, was buried at the church of the Black Friars in London (the ‘Dominicans’
Church on Ludgate”43)

39 Robert Fabyan, The New Chronicles of England and France, 1516, quoted in the Dictionary of National Biography
40 Dictionary of National Biography
41 op. cit.
42 op. cit.
43 Linnell, op. cit.
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John Tiptoft’s passing was not mourned for a moment by the Lancastrians, but Caxton the
printer wrote “an impassioned lament,” saying that “the noble earl, by the fortitude with
which he met his fate, was an example to all men how to die . . . [and] was superior to all other
temporal peers in the kingdom for his moral virtue and science.”44 Mander adds that “had he
not been drawn into that swirling maelstrom of intrigue and political rivalry which
surrounded the throne, he would in all probability have enjoyed a long life of scholarly ease,
and died in the fullness of years, his name being handed down to posterity as one of the
greatest scholars of his day.” One writer, quoted, but not named by Mander, has said that “he
was the first Italianized Englishman”; another concludes that “Tiptoft was an extreme and
morbid instance of the 15th century link between sensibility and sadism.”45
His son Edward succeeded to the earldom of Worcester, but the title died with him, as he
produced no male heir.

The Tiptoft tomb in
Ely cathedral
44 quoted in Mander, op. cit.
45 David Harvey, The Plantagenets, quoted in Mander, op. cit.

Photo: A. Murkin
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A

fter the White Horse, on the left, also back from the road, stands No 31, formerly
Ellwood’s, and before that, Mark Smith’s - both butchers. Earlier still, the house was
occupied by Dr Charles Lucas. Mark Smith was renowned for his sausages, and so too was
Roy Ellwood, winning First Prize two years running at the East of England Show. He would
typically make 250lb a week, regularly supplying customers in London and sometimes as far
afield as Manchester and Cornwall.46 Roy retired in June, 1991, and the building returned to
being a private house again.
Two almshouses - the last two in the village - stood on the left after No 31. Other almshouses
were situated in the High Street, opposite the Baker’s; on the north side of Parsonage Lane;
and in North Street, next to No 92, and on the site of No 96.

46 Newmarket Journal, 2nd Oct, 1975

Above: An early 20th Century view of the High Street, looking south
towards St Mary’s church, showing on the right the almshouses which
formerly stood here.
Photo: Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)
Left: The premises on the left of the larger view, as they were in the
1960’s when used as a scrap metal business.
Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)
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N

o. 37, on the left, is a very impressive mid-18th century town house known as Ramsey
Manor, just before the entrance to Dark Lane. High up on the front a Fire Insurance
plaque is fixed to the wall.

A former resident of the house was a Rev. Dearsley; and, in the 1930’s, James Faircliff.
According to the Children’s Page of Clunch:
“The cellar, which used to be the kitchen, is a bit spooky with lots of spiders . . . The house
has two ghosts. One of them comes every August and goes into the old female servants’ room
to make a cup of tea. The other ghost has been seen wearing a pink waistcoat and a grey
overcoat.”47

D

ark Lane, a narrow unsurfaced track, leading down to Spring Close, was the former
name of Spring Close from this point right round to the church.

Just past the lane stood a shop, formerly a draper/haberdasher, run by two
sisters, Bertha and Ada Claydon. Molly Blacken, a war-time evacuee,
described the shop as “a rather dark, mysterious place, with heavy curtains
hanging at the entrance from the shop to the living accommodation.”48 The
shop sold “practically everything from candles to sweets and haberdashery,”49
and the two sisters also ran a local library service at one time.
No. 49, on the corner of Hall Lane was the Manse - minister’s house - of the
Congregational chapel. It was built in 1830 of ‘Burwell Whites’ - the typical
local brick.
Hall Lane leads off to left, sloping down to meet Spring Close. Before it was
built up in the early 20th century, it ran across meadows to the Hall, which
lies beyond the modern housing estate at the bottom. Many village residents
will remember this area before it was built up, and people “used to picnic
with a bottle of cold tea and bread and jam - or bread and dripping - under
the walnut trees in Hall Close.”50
47 Clunch, July 1992
48 Memories of the Second World War, Burwell History Society
49 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
50 Florence Doe, Clunch, May, 1981

Top: Ramsey Manor
Photos: A. Murkin

Claydon’s Shop
Photo: Camb. Coll.
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N

o. 53, just after the entrance to Hall Lane, is a house that was formerly Vaissière’s
Electrical shop, and before that, Jack Rix’s furniture shop. Earlier it was a tailor’s, owned
by Mark Chapman. Ron Vassière’s business, which had been started by his father at a shop
on the Causeway, moved here in 1959. In the 1960’s he advertised “Complete electrical
installations, Television and Electrical service, All Domestic Appliances, T.V. Rentals”.51 The
original single-storey section was completely rebuilt after a fire in about 1981.52

O

n the right hand side of the road, opposite the site of Vassière’s shop, stood a butcher, at
No. 68. After this there used to be a Yard, with a well in the middle, and cottages on
three sides, called Bedlam Square. The 1881 census shows no fewer than 40 people living
here. Florence Doe, born in Bedlam Square in 1894, recalls that the four cottages on the far
side of the yard backed onto Mill Lane, and the children used to be put out of the kitchen
windows to play in the lane. They were not allowed to play in the yard because of the well,
and the mothers had to stand on chairs to put the children out of the window, because the
level of Mill Lane was higher than the High Street.53 This was not excessively cautious on
the part of the parents, as accidents were known to happen: for example, a newspaper report
from the 1850’s - fortunately one with a happy ending! - tells the story of a Burwell girl,
Mary Parr, who was playing near the well in her father’s yard. She stepped on the lid, the
lid broke, and she fell right to the bottom, some 21 feet [7m] below. Hearing her cries, her
sister lowered the well rope and Mary was hauled almost to the top before falling back again.
Luckily for her, she was brought to safety at the second attempt - “strange to say, with but
a trifling injury.”54

Bedlam Square, early in
the 20th Century,
showing the well in the
foreground, and a number
of the residents posing at
their doors.
Photo: Camb. Coll.

Bread used to be baked there in old brick ovens at Bedlam Square, heated by turves from the
Fen.55 It has now been replaced by modern houses, some facing the High Street, some facing
Mill Lane.

51 Tillotson’s Social Club, Children’s Sports and Fete Programme, 10th June, 1967
52 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, Nov 1981
53 Florence Doe, Clunch, May 1981
54 Cambridge Independent Press, 9th Oct, 1852
55 Florence Doe, Clunch, ibid.
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N

ext on the right, just before the road makes a double bend, is a former chapel, now a
private house. The church organisation it housed began in 1692, “comprising 16
members drawn from 6 parishes,”56 and at the height of its influence, in 1707, comprised 136
members drawn from 22 neighbouring villages.57 The original building in which they met is
thought to have been situated in the area now occupied by Saxon Drive, behind the present
building, off Mill Lane; this one dates originally from 1797 - 98, but acquired its impressive
Victorian frontage when it was “enlarged and greatly improved” in 1866.58 It was originally
known as ‘The Meeting House’, later as the ‘Congregational Chapel’, and from 1972, when
the Congregationalists and English Presbyterians merged, the ‘United Reformed Church’.
Popularly, it was known as the ‘High Town Independent Chapel’, or plain ‘High Town
Chapel’. The graveyard, either side of the path, sloping up towards the front entrance still
remains: the earliest gravestone shows the date 1773.

Left: The Meeting House, formerly the High Town chapel. Photo: A. Murkin
Right: Trinity Church, formerly the Congregational Sunday School. Photo: F. Gillson (Camb. Coll.)
In April 1979, the Messenger, the magazine of the United Reformed Church, announced:
“Although contracts have still to be exchanged, our old church has finally been sold to Messrs
Tuckey Ford, a firm of consulting engineers,” and became known as the ‘Meeting House’ once
again. Robert Ford, one of the owners of the company, lived at Hythe House, Hythe Lane,
further down the village. After this, the United Reformed Church met across the road in
Trinity Church, which had been built in 1907 as the Congregational Sunday School. During
the Second World War the First Aid headquarters was situated in the Sunday School building,
supervised by Rev. V. Sutton - in fact, preparations had been made some months before the
outbreak of war in September, 1939, and the Red Cross station here was already established
by August of that year.59
In 1986, discussions began with the Methodists, whose chapel was then situated in the
Causeway, with the objective of amalgamation.60 By early 1987 a draft document on “possible
union with the Methodists” was about to be published;61 and in 1988 the union took place.
Since then Trinity Church has been home to the amalgamated congregations.
56 Clunch, March 1976
57 Clunch, ibid.
58 Cambridge Independent Press, 12th August, 1871
59 Parish Council Minutes, Aug 15th 1939
60 The Messenger, Aug/Sept, 1986
61 The Messenger, Feb/Mar, 1987
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A

head of you, as you come to the corner, a path - Cockles [Cockold’s] Row - runs through
to Parsonage Lane and Pound Hill. In the early days of motoring, the Parish Council had
a lot of trouble discouraging drivers from using it as a short cut. In February, 1935, they wrote
to the Rural District Council, asking them to do something about it. Years later, in March,
1939, they were writing again, although the District Council declined at this time to pass the
requested by-law.
On the left, No 57, at the beginning of the path, is Lloyds the chemists. Former owners have
been R.G. Rivers, C.J. Fell, and Cross & Herbert.
On the right, No 59 is an older shop dating from the early 19th century. Joseph Le Pla is
listed as a Grocer and Draper here in Trade Directories from 1830 to 1864, and William Le
Pla from 1896 to 1900.62 The shop then became a chemist’s, then a newsagent and grocer’s
owned by Sangster’s, called, at various times, ‘Dixie Foodmarkets’, ‘Spar Food Store’, or ‘High
Street Stores’; since July 1995 it has been ‘The Antiques Emporium’. War-time evacuee Molly
Blacken recalls the “lovely old jars” in the windows of the
chemist’s shop, filled with various coloured medicines.63
Previous occupants, when it was a chemist’s, were Benjamin
Morley, and then John McBeath. Morley was found hanged
here in about 1919: “Needless to say,” recalls Albert
Gathercole, this sad event nearly stopped all work at the Senior
Boys’ School on that day.”64 McBeath, a well-known character
between the wars, continued working here until he was 90.
Below: A view, looking north at the top of the High Street, in the early years
of the 20th Century, showing the former chemist’s in the centre, and another
former grocer’s shop, on the right.
Left: A view of the same shop, from the opposite angle.
On the left of the main picture is the house - no longer standing - associated
with the Droford Mineral Water works. Photos: F. Gillson (Camb. Coll.)
62 Pigot's Directory: 1830, 1839; Kelly's Directory: 1847, 1864,
1875, 1883, 1896, 1900
63 Memories of the Second World War, Burwell History Society
64 Clunch, Nov 1981

Advertisements for
businesses formerly
situated in the High
Street.

[Sources: Chapman’s: Newmarket Journal, Jan 27, 1923; Hawkes: History of St Mary’s
Church, 1950’s; Smith’s, King’s, Vassiere’s: History of the Parish Church of St Mary,
1961; Cooper’s, Reeve’s: Burwell Guide, c.1967; Ellwood’s: St Mary’s Parish Magazine,
1974]

J

ack Trevor Story, the writer and columnist, who spent part of his childhood in Burwell,
worked for McBeath in the 1920’s as an errand boy. Although his main job was delivering
prescriptions, young Jack would often be sent out on a very different kind of quest: for
McBeath, apparently, was interested in acquiring unwanted cats that were about to be put
down, despatching Jack with a cat basket - and bus fare, if necessary - to collect them on his
behalf. Upon his return the cats would be killed, and McBeath would attempt to bring them
back to life by a method that apparently involved “rubbing cayenne pepper vigorously into the
animal’s skin”65
In his short story, The Rapings of Dolly Foster, describing a Burwell family which he knew as a
boy, Trevor Story says that he lived “at the end of the High Street.”66 His mother, Rhoda, ran
a tea shop “on a good position in the main street,” which was only “moderately successful”
until she had the idea of installing slot machines. Commercially, they were a tremendous
success, even opening on Sunday mornings, but drew complaints from “a nearby chapel” that
they were “disrupting the life, and certainly the churchgoing habits of the village,” and the
business soon closed.67 Unlike today, Sunday trading was sufficiently uncommon to be
remarked upon: in April, 1935, the Parish Council noted a complaint from Rev. F.F.
Robertson about the hawking of ice-cream in the village, and the alleged “shouting and
bawling” of the vendors. The service was evidently popular in the village, however, as they
decided not to take any action.68
65 Romantic Egotist, Brian Darwent
66 Jack On The Box, Jack Trevor Story
67 Darwent, op. cit.
68 Parish Council Minutes

Morley the chemist sold postcards published by Jarrold’s of Norwich and his own series,
printed in Bavaria, Germany. Other photographers and postcard publishers in the village
before the First World War were Frederick Gillson and Mark Chapman & Co.69
69 Cambridgeshire in Early Postcards, Michael Rouse

The former chemist’s shop as it was in 1925. Photo: Camb. Coll.
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Advertisements for businesses formerly situated in the shop at 59 High St, from
History of the Parish of St Mary’s, 1950’s (left) and St Mary’s Parish
Magazine, 1974 (right)

O

n the site of the present day chemist’s, at the beginning of the 20th century, stood the
Droford Mineral Water Works, which manufactured soft drinks. It was started in about
1890 by Henry George Rickard, who had already established a similar business in Mill Lane,
Brixton in London. His son Henry ran the Burwell works.
In the late 19th Century, William Guyatt was the manager. Henry’s wife, Lavinia was a
Guyatt, and two of their sons, born in Burwell, were named after the Guyatt side of the
family: William Wilson Rickard, born in 1889, and George Guyatt Rickard, in 1890.
William Guyatt later branched out on his own, establishing a similar business, first in North
Street, then moving to the Causeway. The Droford business was carried on by Henry and
Lavinia’s daughter, Ellen, who had married into the Le Pla family.

At the beginning of the war in 1914, two cartloads of drinks were sent daily to soldiers
camped on Midsummer Common, Cambridge. They were, no doubt appreciated, but due to
sugar rationing at that time - and an apparent antipathy to form-filling - the Le Plas decided
to close down the business in about 1915, and turned to farming.70 They may also have been
influenced by the death of Ellen’s mother, Lavinia, in late December, 1915. She had,
according to a newspaper report of January 1st, 1916, “reached a very advanced age,” although
the paper (the Newmarket Journal) declined to be more specific.
Ellen’s husband, Frederick Le Pla, is shown as proprietor of the Droford Mineral Water Works
in Kelly’s Directory of 1916, but as a farmer and smallholder in the 1922 and 1929 editions,
followed by Douglas Le Pla in 1933 and 1937.
Ivy Nicholls (formerly Warren) moved to the Droford house - since demolished - in 1933,
staying until 1947. The walls of the house, she recalled, were so thick that the family couldn’t
hear the air raid warnings during the Second World War, but they left the back door unlocked
so neighbours could take refuge in their cellar.71 Long-time village resident Betty Ellwood
remembers sheltering there on the day war broke out in September, 1939, having heard an
air-raid siren and not knowing if it was “a practice run or a false alarm.”72

70 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, July 1978; Derek Rickard, Clunch, May, 1983
71 Clunch, May 1978
72 Memories of the Second World War
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S

omewhere in the area of Cockles Row stood the barn where, in 1727, 80 people lost their
lives in a fire. Their gravestone stands in the churchyard of St Mary’s. A more modern
memorial exists in the form of the song Fire of Burwell by Cambridgeshire folk singer, Jancis
Harvey.

High St/
Mill Lane Junction
S

tanding at this junction, facing along the High Street to the north, towards the centre of
the village, two roads run to the south behind you: the High Street, leading towards the
church, and Mill Lane, running parallel to the High Street, slightly to the east. Mill Lane
was once known as ‘Back Way’ or ‘Back Side’, as it passed along the back of the houses in the
High Street.
On the left-hand side of the High Street, ahead of you to the north, stands a row of modern
houses. On this site stood the garage of the Burwell and District Bus Company from the
1920’s until its closure in the late 1970’s. The former Bus company offices are now occupied
by the Cambridge Building Society.
Above: drawing of the barn in which 80 people lost their lives in 1727.
Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)
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On your right stands the Crown, a clunch-built pub dating from the 1840’s, bought by the
Greene King brewery in 1903. George Hurrell is listed as landlord in the 1891 Census, and
Kelly’s Directory from 1892 until at least 1904; George Ridgeon, formerly of the Anchor,73 is
recorded in Kelly as a ‘beer retailer’ in 1929 and 1933; and as landlord of the Crown in 1937.
73 Kelly’s Directory, 1922

Just beyond the
pub, on a site where
the car park now
stands,
was
a
building occupied
by a cobbler’s.
After this, opposite
the
Building
Society, is ‘The Red
House
Day
Nursery’. Formerly
‘The Red House’, it
was from 1981 1996 one of the
doctor’s surgeries in
the village.

Top: an aerial view of this junction, showing, at the top, The High Street and Mill Lane, and at
the bottom, Newmarket Road, Pound Hill and Parsonage Lane. The path, Cockles Row, runs
from Parsonage Lane to the High Street, behind the Burwell & District bus garage, whose long roofs
can be seen on the right of the picture. Photo: Aerofilms Ltd.
Bottom: the Crown Inn. Photo: A .Murkin
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Burwell & District
F

or many years Burwell was lucky to have its very own bus company based in the village:
the Burwell & District, whose vehicles were instantly recognisable by their striking brown
and cream livery, which contrasted with the plain red of the then nationalised company,
Eastern Counties. Everyone in the village travelled by ‘B&D’ in preference to the ‘red bus’
when they could, because it was local.

Not only that, but the tickets were more interesting too: instead of a small slip printed from
a roll by the red bus driver, you got an altogether more substantial piece of heavyweight paper
- probably issued to you by a conductor - which was inserted into a machine and chopped off,
leaving an L-shaped ticket to show the fare you had paid. This rarely seen Willebrew ticket
system was introduced after the Second World War, and continued in use throughout the
remainder of B&D’s operations.
Above: Two typical B & D bus tickets.
Photo: A .Murkin
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T

he company itself began when, before the First World War [1914], George Mansfield
“expanded his cobblers business to take in the supply and repair of cycles in premises . .
. on the Causeway.”74 The site in the High Street where the bus garage used to stand - shown
as an orchard on the 1886 Ordnance Survey map - was first occupied in 1914, when the house
and cycle shop, later the bus company office, were built on the corner of Parsonage Lane.

Mansfield’s Motor
Cycle Works in the
1920’s, later the office
of the Burwell &
District Motor Service.
Photo: Cambridgeshire
Collection

During the next decade the company began to move into public transport: first, a motorcycle
and sidecar, used to carry the bank clerk from Newmarket to Burwell and back on his weekly
visit; then various larger vehicles, such as a Model T Ford taxi, a converted Napier ambulance,
and, in 1924, the first purpose-built bus, a 26-seater Garner 15.
The first route operated by Burwell & District was from Burwell to Cambridge, designated unsurprisingly - Service 1. This route continued throughout the life of the company, varying
only in the villages through which it passed on its way. Service 4, an extension to the
Cambridge route, ran from Fordham at this time, and later began its journey in Soham.
Market day services ran from Burwell to Newmarket on Tuesdays, Bury St Edmunds on
Wednesdays, and Ely on Thursdays. Service 11 ran 4 days a week from Mildenhall to
Cambridge, via Isleham and Burwell, until 1939; after the war it ran from Isleham to
Cambridge on Saturdays and Sundays until the closure of passenger trains on the Cambridge
- Mildenhall railway line in June, 1962, when it became daily from Mildenhall, to replace the
trains.
An “extremely varied selection of vehicles” were owned in the 30’s,75 when the company
expanded greatly, 20 buses being introduced between 1925 and 1939. The first doubledecker, a 1931 Leyland Titan, was purchased in 1941, during the Second World War, when
large numbers of people had to be carried, and petrol was rationed.

74 Jim Neale, Burwell & District Motor Service, Illustrated History
75 Neale, op. cit.
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Left: an early Burwell & District double
decker passing the church in the High Street.
Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)
Right: a 1950’s AEC Regent double decker,
used by B & D in the 1970’s.
Photo: Cambridgeshire Collection
Also added to the bus fleet during the war were the company’s first 3 Daimlers - a make with
which Burwell & District were to become particularly associated. After the war, a further 20
of these were purchased, up to 1965, including the first Daimler Fleetline, 9 DER, in August,
1963. This double-decker was the first to display a new design of livery - still the traditional
brown and cream, but increasing the cream and decreasing the brown, producing a “more
modern and lighter appearance.”75 In the next 10 years a series of second-hand AEC doubledeckers arrived, followed, from late 1976, 5 more Daimler Fleetlines which had previously
seen service in Nottingham.

A

part from the scheduled services, many people in the village will still remember some of
the contract routes and special trips made by B&D throughout its long history.
Schoolchildren, of course, made daily journeys in term-time: B&D brought children from
Reach and Swaffham Prior to Burwell Village College and, more recently, from Burwell to the
village colleges at Bottisham and Soham, to Newmarket Upper School, and Newmarket
Swimming Pool. In the 1920’s groups of workmen were transported to Newmarket Heath,
when the Totalisator was being built on the Rowley Mile Racecourse, and during the Second
World War others went to build airfields at Stradishall, Kimbolton and Molesworth. Until
the mid-1970’s staff at the Box Factory in Reach Road were taken to and from work.
76 Sidney Rabin, Buses Illustrated, Feb, 1964

Below left: a later AEC Renown double
decker, pictured at the bus garage in the High
Street. Photo: Haughey, Camb. Coll.
Below right: one of a number of similar
Daimler Fleetlines owned by B & D, passing
through the neighbouring village of Swaffham
Bulbeck. Photo: Camb. Coll.
Both photos taken in the 1970’s
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From the 1920’s onwards, express services to Great Yarmouth and Felixstowe were an
important part of summertime operations; excursions were made to Clacton, Southend,
Cromer, Bressingham Gardens, Banham Zoo, and Kilverstone Wildlife Park. During the
winter, there were excursions to Norwich and Ipswich for “football supporters and Christmas
shoppers.”77 In the summer there were Sunday School outings to places like Wicksteed Park
in Kettering or to Hunstanton, or Bury St Edmunds.78 I remember the company providing
the same service for the Baptist chapel Sunday School, going to Clacton or Walton-on-theNaze. Private hire parties took coaches to most parts of Britain, especially in the fifties and
sixties, when car ownership was not so widespread, and “it was not unusual to have several
coaches away on tour at the same time in the summer months.”79 A popular trip with
Cambridge undergraduates in the 1960’s was to the Shakespearean performances at
Stratford.80

T

he founder of the company, George Mansfield, died in 1935, and from then until 1966,
Mrs Maud Mansfield ran the business, assisted by her two sons, Reg and Horrie
Mansfield, and two daughters, Mrs E.M. Burling and Mrs D.M. Welsh. In 1978, however,
the three remaining directors, Horrie and his sisters, began to think about retirement, and
negotiations commenced for the sale of the company. Preferring to keep the firm in private
hands, the directors had discussions with various independent operators, but in the end all
withdrew, and in 1979 Burwell & District was finally sold to Eastern Counties. Saturday June
9th, 1979 was fixed as the last day of B&D’s operations.

The occasion was not to go unmarked: in September 1978 bus enthusiasts, the PSV Circle,
held a farewell tour, beginning in Colchester; and on the final day itself, the buses in use were
painted with appropriate slogans, such as ‘JIM’S LAST RUN’, ‘FAREWELL TO B&D’,
‘THE END’ and ‘WHAT A SHAME’. Special tickets were printed for the occasion,
produced in sets of four in brown or cream, with pictures of B&D vehicles on one side, and
bearing the legend ‘Burwell and District Motor Service - 1921-1979 - Souvenir Ticket issued
on last day of operation June 9th, 1979.’ Services ran normally until the final journey of the
day, the 6.23 to Cambridge and back, which, instead of the scheduled single-decker, consisted
of no fewer than 4 double-deckers, travelling in convoy for much of the journey. A large
crowd gathered at the B & D garage to see them off, and as the buses made their way to
Cambridge cars flashed headlights and people came out of their houses to wave.81 Money
collected from sales of the special souvenir tickets went to the Addenbrooke’s Hospital whole
body scanner appeal. At Drummer Street, Cambridge, “more crowds were waiting to
welcome the arrival of the Burwell buses.”82
“Most of the village” was waiting at the garage in Burwell for the buses’ return,83 and again
the following day “local residents turned out in force” as the brown and cream fleet was taken
away to Newmarket, and replaced by Eastern Counties vehicles. Jim Neale (of ‘Jim’s Last
Run’) had the honour of driving the last B&D bus back to Burwell on the 9th, and the
responsibility of the first Eastern Counties service on Sunday the 10th, a Bristol VRT double
decker.

77 Neale, op. cit.
78 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
79 Neale, op. cit.
80 Rabin, Buses Illustrated, ibid.
81 R.A. Budd, Clunch, July 1979
82 Jim’s Last Run, G.W. Watts, Buses magazine, Oct. 1979
83 Watts, Buses, ibid.
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T

his wasn’t the end of Burwell & District story, though: in the following year, a Daimler
Fleetline, 9 DER, was brought back to Burwell and restored “amidst much local
publicity,”84 and attended historic vehicle rallies from 1981 to 1986. In 1982, Jim Neale
bought one of the single decker buses, a 1962 AEC Reliance, in “a virtually derelict state . . .
we spent 5 years doing it up, extensively rebuilt it - all new tyres, panels, window rubbers and
that sort of thing - and then we’ve taken it to rallies for 5 or 6 years and won quite a few
awards.”85 In 1988, in fact, it won no fewer than 5 awards at rallies throughout the country.86
Thus the Burwell & District Bus Preservation Society was formed, and the AEC Reliance, in
“more or less the condition it was when it was built in 1962,”87 serves to remind us of the days
when the village name was carried throughout the county and beyond.
The Daimler Fleetline, unfortunately, proved too badly corroded to be kept on the road, and
had to be dismantled. Parts - the seats, for example - were sold, but the front section and
driver’s cab are incorporated into an excellent mock-up in Burwell Museum. Examples of the
distinctive B&D tickets can also be seen there.

T

he essence of B&D’s appeal was summed up by Sidney Rabin in the 1960’s, when he
praised the company’s “instinct for sensing its passengers’ needs, and a closeness to the
local population.” The village, said Rabin, was “fortunate in being served by a fleet of 10
modern coaches and 6 double deckers. It is doubly fortunate that in the fleet’s full title, the
Burwell and District Motor Service, the last word is still the most important.”88

B&D Services at the time of closure, June, 1979, were:
1 Burwell - Cambridge
3 Cambridge - Lt. Eversden
4 Soham - Cambridge
7 Burwell - Bury St Edmunds
8 Burwell - Newmarket
9 Burwell - Gt. Yarmouth
10 Burwell - Felixstowe
11 Isleham - Cambridge
12 Soham - Bury St Edmunds

Why Eversden? It’s the other side of Cambridge, and has no obvious connection with
Burwell. According to Jim Neale, it started off
“many years ago when they first were running with the old buses. Mr [George] Mansfield’s
son, Horrie . . . had a girlfriend who lived at Kingston, and he used to park the bus in
Cambridge and hire a bike, and bike out to see her. And I think his father thought it would
be a better idea if they took the bus out and got some paying passengers, and that’s how that
came about.”89

84 Burwell Museum
85 Jim Neale, Radio Cambridgeshire, 1992
86 Newmarket Journal, May 4th, 1989
87 Jim Neale, Radio Cambridgeshire, ibid.
88 Buses Illustrated, ibid.
89 Jim Neale, Radio Cambridgeshire, ibid.

Background: Burwell & District bus garage. Photo: Camb. Coll.
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Mill Lane
A

s you walk along Mill Lane, you pass the rear of the ‘Meeting House’, former chapel of
the United Reformed Church, and before that the Congregationalists. Saxon Drive leads
off to your left; the building in which the original congregation met was situated in that area.

Above, left: rear of the
Meeting House
Above, right: rear of the
Gardiner Memorial Hall
Photos: A. Murkin

Between Mill Lane and Newmarket Road to your left, is the site of
the former Victoria Lime Pits, where the stone was dug and burned
to make lime for building mortar. In the 1920’s, archaeological
excavations revealed an Anglo-Saxon cemetery situated here.

Anglo-Saxon Cemetery
T

he site of the Anglo-Saxon cemetery at Burwell lies on high ground on the site of former
Victoria Lime Pits (between the High Street/Mill Lane and Newmarket Road), and the
next-door allotments, owned at that time by Dr Charles Lucas. About 14 skeletons had been
discovered here in 1884 and 1887, but a large-scale excavation of the site was directed by T.C.
Lethbridge, on behalf of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society between 1925 and 1929.90

In all, 127 skeletons were found buried here, men, women and children, and most were
interred in narrow graves about 75cm deep. A number of the bodies showed signs of a
“sudden and violent” death: one, for example, had a large sword cut in his skull, another had
been decapitated and his head laid between his feet, yet another found with most of the limb
bones broken, either “devoured by wolves”, Lethbridge suggests, and the bones later retrieved,
or perhaps “gibbeted” - hanged on a gallows and left to the attentions of hungry animals and
birds.
Opposite: one of the skeletons
discovered in Burwell’s Anglo-Saxon
cemetery. Photo: Grainger
Collection (Camb. Coll.)

90 Information for the following comes from Lethbridge's accounts in Dr Lucas's book, The
Fenman's World, and in the Cambridge Antiquarian Society Proceedings, 27 - 30.
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M

ost of the bodies were buried fully dressed - traces of leather belts, buckles and knives
were found in the graves. In the graves of the women were discovered bone combs and
ornaments, iron necklaces and bronze workboxes. Lethbridge suggests that they may
originally have been covered by small barrows (burial mounds) which were subsequently
ploughed flat. The fact that two bodies were buried side by side in one place suggested that
if not a barrow, then “some form of memorial” was present to guide the grave digger. “The
graves,” he says, were made with “considerable care and respect.”

Examples of skeletons found in the Anglo-Saxon
cemetery, including (above) an unusual example of two
bodies in the same grave.
Photos: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)

In one place a large, deep pit was discovered, with fragments of earlier Romano-British pottery
and roof tiles at the bottom. Such pottery fragments were often found in trenches dug in the
cemetery, but no clear reason was found for the existence of the pit. Lethbridge speculates
that it was perhaps a source of clunch for building - just a little way to the south of the
cemetery site lay a large site where clunch was dug well into the 20th century.

T

he cemetery in Burwell is particularly interesting in that these burials are not typical of
the pagan Anglo-Saxon period in East Anglia: many of the bodies lay, in the typically
Christian way, with the head to the west, although evidence from other, assumed pagan,
cemeteries in the region indicates that this is not positive proof that they belonged to this
religion. Furthermore, wooden trinket boxes, iron chatelaines [chains which hang on a belt],
food - “bones of sheep and oxen, a drinking bowl, a heap of nuts, etc.” - were buried with the
bodies, things which were typical of pagan burials. Other objects found with the bodies were
rings, keys and scramasaxes. A scramasax was a typical Saxon weapon - “a single-edged dagger
carried in a sheath at a man’s thigh. Its length might vary from that of a small knife to almost
that of a sword. Like other weapons, it was occasionally elaborately decorated, but it was
generally of plain iron.”91

91 Alison Taylor, Anglo-Saxon Cambridgeshire
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E

xamples of the Anglo-Saxon scramasax can be seen in the Museum of Archaeology and
Anthropology, Cambridge.92 A “large knife or small scramasax” from the Anglo-Saxon
Cemetery is held in the Museum’s Collection, but not currently on display at the Museum’s
Downing Street site.93 Only 3% of the Museum’s collection can be displayed at any one time,
I am told, but some objects from the cemetery are on view there. These include: a patterned
bronze belt buckle with a garnet set in gold foil and settings of garnet and shell; a silver ‘toilet
set’ - resembling a pair of toothpicks and a tiny spoon; a bronze thread-box with elaborate
animal designs,94 and a rock crystal ball, mounted as a pendant, currently (June 1998) in a
special exhibition.

A bronze thread-box recovered from the Anglo-Saxon cemetery, now on display in the Museum
of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge. Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)

F

ew bronze brooches or bead necklaces, which were typical in the 5th and 6th centuries,
were found; on the other hand, many objects were uncovered - a bronze workbox, for
example - which are not generally considered to have been made before the end of the 6th
century. The better objects found - such as the workbox referred to above - show “marked
influence from the higher civilization which prevailed in Kent in this period.” One of the
graves contained, with the skeleton, a wooden chest inside which was an oriental cowrie shell.
To the best of Lethbridge’s knowledge this was only the ninth such shell to have been found
in an Anglo-Saxon grave, and seven of those were from Kent.
Lethbridge’s conclusion was that the cemetery resembled one of the “poor areas” of a Kentish
cemetery, was probably pagan, “later in date than the normal run of pagan burials,” and was
used by “an obstinate pagan community in, say, the end of the 7th century when Kentish and
continental fashions may have displaced the local usage. One is tempted to see in it evidence
of the founding of a new village at Burwell in the 7th century.”
“Less than 6 miles away is the Little Wilbraham cemetery,” he writes, “where a warlike race
was buried with its arms and typical local ornaments. At Exning also grave goods are of the
normal local type. It is so curious that the intermediate Burwell cemetery, which must be
contemporary with some of the late burials at Little Wilbraham, should differ so greatly from
its neighbours, that I feel that it can only be accounted for by assuming that the Burwell race
was in some way different from the predominant local one.”
92 Case 48
93 Catalogue of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology
94 Case 47
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Above and facing page: Stevens’ Mill.
Photos: CAS (Camb. Coll.)
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N

o evidence was found of a church or other buildings on the site, which is some quarter
of a mile north of the present St Mary’s church and the site of the former St Andrew’s
church, which lay on the opposite side of the High Street from St Mary’s. The Causeway,
however, as originally laid out, is said to have run to the junction of Mill Road and the High
Street, just a short distance to the west of the excavation site, to provide a path from the
northern part of the village to a church which may have stood in the immediate vicinity of
the cemetery. “It is interesting, if not definitely helpful, to note,” says Lethbridge, “that the
Lord Brougham Commissioners mention an ancient church, obviously older than the parish
church, standing at or near this end of the Causeway. It seems possible that we may have a
more or less unbroken sequence of pagan and Christian use of this hill for burial.”
Walking further south along Mill Lane, you arrive at the junction with Mill Close. On your
right is the back of the Gardiner Memorial Hall.

Mill Lane/Mill Close
Junction & Stevens’ Mill
F

acing east at this junction, you see Burwell’s sole remaining windmill: Stevens’ Mill, nearly
170 years old, and last worked commercially as late as the mid-1950s.95 R. Neale was the
last miller here. It has been associated with the Stevens family since the turn of the century:
Frederick Stevens was the miller then, according to Kelly’s Directory, 1900, followed by Alfred
and Warren, first recorded in Kelly in 1922. Restored, it is now open to the public.
Beside the mill is Burwell Museum, whose array of exhibits is housed in various buildings
moved here from local sites and reconstructed. The main building, an 18th Century barn,
was brought from Suffolk and erected here in 1988.
95 Cambridgeshire Windmills
and Watermills
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Although now surrounded by modern houses, Stevens’ Mill has, through the perseverance of local
enthusiasts, been retained and restored to working order, and is, from time to time, put to work.
Photo: A.Murkin.
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Burwell Museum of Fen Edge Village Life ws established by the formation of a Trust in 1982, and
first opened to the public on Easter Sunday, 1992. Among its many attractions are a fully working
blacksmith’s forge, displays of horse-drawn waggons and farm machinery; World War II
memorabilia, housed in a Nissen Hut of the period brough up from North Street; an Anglo-Saxon
skeleton unearthed just outside Burwell; reconstructions of a Victorian school room and a Burwell
& District bus cab; and an audio-visual room where visitors can watch historical films and browse
through the extensive Burwell Photographic Archive. Photo: A.Murkin

Burwell Mills
A

hundred years or so ago, a traveller through this region could
have found something like 1,500 windmills at work.”96 In
Burwell, they could have found 3 or 4 in the village itself, grinding
corn or even - late in the 19th century, at least - coprolites [phosphate
nodules] for the artificial fertilizer business; and in the Fen, many
more, struggling to drain the waterlogged fields.
The oldest type of windmill is the ‘Post Mill’, in which the whole
body of the mill, sails and all, rotated around a central post, but in
general, the type of mill favoured in this area was the ‘Tower Mill’,
which had a tall, solid body, made of brick or clunch, with a
revolving cap on top. The sails were attached to the cap, which
turned so that the sails always pointed into the wind.
96 Brian Flint, Windmills of East Anglia

Stevens’ Mill undergoes repairs. Photo: CAS (Camb. Coll.)
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A

third type of mill was the ‘Smock Mill’, like a Tower Mill, but with a wooden body, “with
the lower portion or just the foundations of brick and is usually octagonal in section.”97
The name is derived from “a fancied resemblance to the old countryman’s dress.”98 Most of
the Fen drainage windmills, known as ‘outliers’ - of which there were reportedly hundreds99 were of this type:
“All seem to have had four-sided iron or wooden-framed towers about 20ft [6m] high, either
set directly on the ground, or on a six- or seven-course brick base. The four sails were each
about 20ft long. The internal machinery, all of iron, drove internally-positioned scoop wheels
with diameters up to 10ft [3m], which projected beyond the sides of the towers. Most of the
windpumps in Burwell Fen had cladding of wooden boards, but at least three were originally
constructed as skeleton mills [the body being merely a framework to support the sails].”100

Above: two views of fen mills, including, on the left, a skeleton mill.
Photos: Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)

N

one still remains in its original position, but some of the mounds on which they stood
can still be seen here, for example at the site of Josiah’s Mill, owned by Josiah Owers,
close to the point where Burwell Lode meets Reach Lode: this mound is quite large, 20ft
across, and about 1ft [30cm] high.101 The only one which still survives, Norman’s Mill,
owned by Bill Norman of Wicken, comes from Adventurer’s Fen - the original, still standing
in 1886, having been replaced by a skeleton mill in 1908.102 It had become dilapidated by
the 1930’s, was repaired twice in the 1940’s - early in the Second World War [1939 - 1945]
and just after - and then became derelict again in the 1950’s. In 1956 it was moved to the
National Trust’s Wicken Fen and restored there by C.J. Ison. It is occasionally used today.103
Another Smock Mill in the village was the ‘Busy Bee’ mill in Toyse Lane.
Burwell Museum Trust acquired the site of Stevens’ Mill from the developers of the
surrounding estate in the 1970’s - for the princely sum of £5. With the help of donations
from the public and from the Stevens family in America, Local Authority and Government
grants - and a lot of hard work by volunteers - the mill was gradually restored, and opened to
the public in 1992.

97 Windmills in Cambridgeshire, Arthur C. Smith
98 Flint, op. cit.
99 Wicken Sedge Fen, F.J. Bingley & S.M. Walters
100 Inventory of Historical Monuments in the County of Cambridge
101 Inventory of Historical Monuments, ibid.
102 Cambridgeshire County Council Sites and Monuments Record [SMR]
103 Turf Village, Anthony Day
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Along Mill Lane, an unmade track to the left, Greenlanes, leads up to Newmarket Road.

Newmarket Road
C

ontinuing into the village, on the right, in the yard of Melton Farm, stands the 12-sided
base of what was once a windmill, built in the early 19th century and later used to mill
coprolite [phosphate nodules], dug locally from the fields and used to make artificial
fertilizer.104 A Grade II Listed Building, now used for storage, it has a pointed, thatched roof.
Next to Melton Farm is the new doctor’s surgery which opened in May, 1996.
Opposite is the site of the Victoria Lime Pits, where the digging of clunch and production of
lime continued until 1950. The lime, or ‘quicklime’ - calcium oxide - was produced from the
clunch in the following way: a kiln was built, and filled with alternate layers of clunch and
coal. When ignited, the calcium carbonate of the rock was turned to calcium oxide by the
intense heat; the lime was taken from the bottom of the kiln, and fresh layers of clunch and
coal added to the top, to enable continuous production. Quicklime was used as a fertilizer on
many areas of grassland around Burwell, and also found a use in building: water was added,
to form calcium hydroxide, which, when mixed with sand or ashes, formed a very hardwearing mortar - more hard-wearing, in fact, than the clunch blocks with which it was often
used. In some old clunch walls the joints project where the clunch has weathered away.105

Records of the Cambridge Antiquarian Society for 1884 and 1887 show “numerous skeletons”
unearthed in this area,106 which was evidently a fairly large Anglo-Saxon cemetery. A
collection of objects, including grave deposits, found in 1897 in “a sort of arched chamber
near the Saxon Cemetery” were given to the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology in
Cambridge.107 The finds here were “sufficiently remarkable to make one regret that so little
is known of the cemetery or its contents.”108 Shortly after Fox’s account was published in the
1920’s, a more thorough excavation of the site was made, under the direction of T.C.
Lethbridge.

O

n the right, just before the end
of Newmarket Road, is the site
of another quarry. ‘Pit’s Farm’ is
marked here on the 1886 Ordnance
Survey map. Just beyond this is the
entrance to Berkeley House, now the
head office of local company
Mitcham’s.

104 Windmills in Cambridgeshire, Arthur C. Smith
105 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, Jan 1977
106 The Archaeology of the Cambridge Region, Cyril Fox
107 Catalogue of the Museum of Archaeology &
Anthropology
108 Fox, op. cit.

Berkeley House
Photo: A. Murkin
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Main picture: remains of the Big
Mill. Photo: A.Murkin
Left: Big Mill in operation, very
early in the 20th Century, and
Right: Later, already being used
for storage.
Photos: CAS (Camb. Coll.)

Map 15: the area covered by Part 6 of the Tour
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6
Pound Hill
A

t the centre of this junction is a small green. Facing west (downhill) here, a small shop is
directly in front of you. Next to this, to the right, is the postmaster’s residence and village
Post Office, built in 1830 and for over 20 years run by Fred and Angelique Scarff until their
retirement in July, 1980.
This area is known as ‘Pound Hill’, so called because it was once the site of the village pound
- a walled compound in which stray animals would be held, to be released to their owners
upon payment of the appropriate fee. The Burwell Inclosure Act of 1815 (reported in the
Cambridge Chronicle), which set out the “public Carriage-roads or Highways” of the parish,
refers to the “Exning and Newmarket Road” as “commencing . . . at a place called Timber
Hill,” which suggests an earlier name for the area. At one time, this was the extreme northern
end of the ‘High Town’ part of the village.
No. 9 Causeway, which is now a private residence, was, at the end of the 19th Century, owned
by ‘Taffy’ Chapman, who went round the village, selling lamp oil from his pony van.1 It was
then taken over by Harry Harding as a “provision and general stores,” also selling china, glass,
earthenware and hardware.2 Kelly’s Directory shows Harry Harding here up to the 1929
edition, then Mrs Ethel Harding until 1937. Since then, the shop has at various times been
a sweet shop (in the 1960’s and 70’s), owned by Fred and Edith Ayre, who also sold Baby
Linen, Children’s Wear, Cigarettes, Fancy Goods, Haberdashery, Toys, and Wools.3 When the
Ayres retired in May, 1977, the shop was taken over by Mr & Mrs A.W. Badcock. Later, it
became a cafe and a wool shop.
1 Florence Doe, Clunch, May 1981
2 Bedford, Cambridge & District Trades Directory, 1921 - 1922
3 St Mary's Parish Magazine, Sept 1974
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Pound Hill, looking north, very early in the 20th Century, showing the
old cottage, now replaced, which stood on the corner of Newmarket Road.
Photo: Gillson (Camb. Coll.)

T

he postmaster’s house was also formerly a sweet shop, owned by ‘Granny’ Doe. Her
husband Richard ran a saddler’s next door, which later became a motorcycle shop.4 The
businesses were established here in 1919, but later moved further along the Causeway to No.
25. Both the Post Office and the houses next door display plaques in the shape of a shield
bearing the words ‘St Omers’, recalling the manor of that name, once prominent in the village.
The plaque on the Post Office says ‘CL1939’; that on the neighbouring houses, ‘CL 1903’.
‘Taffy’ Chapman kept his pony van on this piece of land, before the houses were built.5

‘Granny’ Doe and her husband outside their shop, in the 1920’s.
Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)
4 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
5 Florence Doe, Clunch, ibid.

Above: two views of the Post Office with the old (left) and new (right)
frontage from the 1960’s. Photos: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)

W

hen Parish Councils were asked to register village greens in the 1960’s, Burwell Council
were astonished to discover that the County Council regarded Pound Hill as part of
the highway. A timely spot of detective work by Albert Gathercole revealed that it was,
indeed, bought by the vicar and churchwardens in 1871, for the sum of £5. However, the
land was only to remain in their possession if “a reading room and a private dwelling were
built on it.” If no building was carried out - and none has been - then the land would revert
back to the Crown. This information was duly forwarded to the County Council, and the
Clerk wrote back to the Parish Council, saying that he was “not surprised that there was
information that conflicted with the County Council’s records,” and that Pound Hill was “of
course being registered as a village green because the village feasts and fairs have been held
upon it in the past.”6
Below: view of the Pound Hill, looking north towards the top of the
Causeway in the 1960’s. Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)

6 Cambridge News, Feb 26th, 1969
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Speaking of the years between the 2 World Wars [1918 - 1939], Ernie Palmer recalls:
“There used to be a big Feast here at Whitsun-tide, up in the White Horse Yard, where the
pub used to be, and the North Street people never agreed with the High Town people - there
used to be fights up there with different people, so they had to be very careful . . . I don’t know
why, but there was always a fight or two on Feast days.”7

It was a “long-established tradition”, until the mid-19th century, that whenever it was Feast
time in Wicken or Burwell a gang from the other village would arrive to break it up.8 It seems
that the custom had not entirely died out.
The Feast was, in fact, the high point of the year, and had been since time immemorial. “Who
has not been to a village feast,” asks the Burwell correspondent of a local paper in 1852, “and
experienced the genuine, unsophisticated hospitality so peculiar to villagers?” As a preface to
a report of the Burwell Feast of this year, the article continues:
“It is a festival held sacred by all rural denizens; there is scarcely a servant girl within fifty miles
of her native village who would not sooner give up her place in service than forego a visit to
her friends at the feast . . . and while rustic sports are carried on with all possible vigour out
of doors, the more staid and elderly inhabitants are enjoying ‘the feast of reason and the flow
of soul’ with friends from a distance; and thus good feeling is cemented and relatives are
brought in contact after a year’s absence, because it is ‘THE FEAST’!”9

Here at Pound Hill, in the 1920’s, “the Sadler’s shop would be cleared and Granny Doe who
normally sold comics, sweets and toys would sell stewed prunes on saucers, five for a
halfpenny, ten for a penny. On one occasion she sold as many as five stone (70 pounds) . . .
Grandfather [Richard] Doe made seed wart cure and sold it at one shilling [5p] a bottle.”10
They also sold ‘Burwell Feast Rock’, which was apparently a very popular local speciality.11
Granny Doe’s 19th Century counterpart had boisterous neighbours to contend with, as:
“Turn-abouts [roundabouts] tempt little urchins to invest their few halfpence, long preserved
for the occasion, for a ride on a real wooden horse, to the discomfort of the old woman who
keeps a stall of lollipops and cakes adjoining.”12 Something of the flavour of the village feasts
of those days may be gathered from the Cambridge Chronicle’s bemused report (June 6th) that
in 1868 “a quarter of a pound of tobacco was also offered as a prize for a ‘smoking match’!”

S

tones and pounds may be unfamiliar terms to those used to the metric system of grammes
and kilograms, but up until well after the middle of the 20th Century, they were the usual
weights that were used. 16 ounces is a pound (1lb), 14 pounds is a stone (1st), 2 stones (28
pounds) is a quarter (1qr), 4 quarters (8 stones, 112 pounds) is a hundredweight (1cwt), and
20 hundredweights is a ton (1t). Stones and pounds are usually used to give a person’s weight;
a hundredweight was the size of a sack of coal; lorry loads were given in tons. A ton is just
heavier than a metric tonne by about 16 kilos (about 2st 7lb 4 1/2 oz.), hundredweight is
about 50 kilograms, and a pound is about 0.45 kilograms, so Granny Doe must have sold just
over 31 kilos of stewed prunes. The symbol ‘lb’ is used for the pound for the same reason that
the £ sign - a stylised L - is used for the pound sterling, deriving from the word libra, Latin
for pound.
7 Off The Beaten Track, with Lester Millbank and Mike Petty, BBC Radio Cambridgeshire, April, 1992
8 Enid Porter, Cambridgeshire Customs and Folklore
9 Cambridge Independent Press, 5th June, 1852
10 Richardson, op. cit.
11 The Villages of Old Cambridgeshire, Michael Rouse
12 Cambridge Independent Press, 5th June, 1852
Background: Pound Hill, looking north-west. Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)
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T

he great days of the Burwell Feast seem to have ended in the middle of the 19th Century.
In 1852, the village is described as a scene of great activity, with “all manner of vehicles”
driving up and down the street:
“flys, gigs, carts of all shapes and sizes, crammed with living cargoes rattle into this otherwise
quiet, sequestered and unpretending village. Stalwart labourers and smart maidens parade the
place, and everybody seems determined to be happy. Bands of music are heard at inns playing
the merriest tunes; and at the humbler hostelries, fiddlers scrape away on all four strings at
once, to increase the harmony derivable from a single instrument; hurdy-gurdy boys, and
German girls with their French pianos grind away, and exaggerate their voices most
wonderfully, which is supposed to be singing.”13

In the following year, however, the village correspondent is forced to admit that it was “a much
tamer affair than usual”, there being “a dearth of showily-dressed, sprightly young maidens
and spruce young labourers.”14 Despite fine weather, there were not “so many happy hearts
and smiling faces, so thoroughly indicative of rural prosperity,” owing to the “drowning of the
Fens by the recent floods” and the “lamentable sacrifice of the turf fields, swallowed up in legal
expenses,” with the “consequent lack of employment.”15 Almost a decade later, in 1862,
much the same thing is being said: “there was scarcely a vehicle to be seen, save tumbrils or
donkey-carts.”16 The explanation, it seems, is not that “hospitality has become circumscribed;
but, we presume, because ‘feasts’ are becoming less popular in public estimation.”17 In the
afternoon, to make matters worse, there was heavy rain, and even hail.
Nevertheless, the occasion was still marked by various gatherings in the evening: on the one
hand, there was a tea meeting in “Mr Ball’s granary”, at which “about 200 sat down to tea,”
but afterwards there were “between 400 and 500 persons present.” The meeting was presided
over by Edward Ball, M.P., who “opened the meeting with an eloquent speech.” Though
scheduled to finish at 10p.m., the meeting continued until nearly one in the morning, with
many remaining to “listen to further addresses, and to offer up prayer.”18 Meanwhile, “very
different proceedings were going on ‘uptown’.” There was:
“the voice of revelry, itinerant musicians amused the frequenters of public houses; heavy
sounds from the four-corner alleys, and there was suspended from the White Horse window
some bonnets, caps, braces, etc., to be raced for by juveniles . . . Youngsters, however, are not
very particular as to the weather; they are like young ducks, the happiest when revelling in
mud and water.”19

T

here were other entertainments, too, for example in 1867, when Gimmett’s Circus - an
“old established equestrian troupe” - came to the village. The two performances were
attended by people from all over the area, to whom “the novelty of a circus within an easy walk
occurred probably for the first time in their lives.”20 Ernie Palmer also recalls “flower shows
here once a year” and “a big do” called Hospital Sunday, when people would “parade the
village with bands . . . and collect and give the donations to the Cambridge Hospital.”21
Eventually, however, the celebration of the Feast did die out, although in recent years, with
the advent of Burwell Carnival, the tradition has in part been revived. An old custom which
does not seem to have survived is ‘Maydolling’, when children would decorate a shoe-box,
hoop or doll’s pram with spring flowers and take it from door to door.22 Esme Potratz (née
Brown), who lived in the village in the 1930’s and 1940’s, remembers that during the evening
of April 30th “groups of us children would collect buttercups, daisies and cowslips to decorate
our dolls and dolls prams in readiness for the May 1st tradition of ‘Penny to see May Doll’.”23
13
14
15
16
17
18

Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
Cambridge Independent Press, 21st May, 1853
Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
Cambridge Independent Press, 14th June, 1862
Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.

19
20
21
22
23

Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
Cambridge Independent Press, 1st September, 1967
Radio Cambridgeshire, ibid.
Olive Game, Clunch, July 1977
Clunch, July 1985
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T

he village sign, which stands on the green here, was designed and carved by Ron and Iris
Morris. According to Iris Morris:
“What you see now is brightly coloured and a realistic representation of Burwell’s past and
present and some hidden symbolic meanings . . . The main buildings in the centre are the
church, the mill (originally with four sails), the (unfinished) castle and the brick factory. They
are only clearly seen from one side, on the other they are more ‘background’. The bargee and
fruit-picker are self-explanatory. Farming is represented by the sheaves of corn on black fen
soil . . . The reason for the arch was to protect the vulnerable factory chimney and church
tower, giving it the bonus of a ‘real’ sky. The next idea was to put a Dutch roof over the arch,
signifying the Dutch influence in the Fens, and also the importance of (good) homes in the
village. The apex of the roof then quite naturally invited shelter to the Pasque flower, which
grows protected on the Dyke . . . The cartwheels represent the wheelwright who used to do
business in the village.”24

Many village signs have been erected around the country in the latter half of the 20th Century,
and the number of signs in East Anglia “far exceeds that anywhere else.”25 In fact, it was in
East Anglia where the custom began, inspired by the Royal Family: King Edward VII had the
original idea, and villages on the Royal estate in Sandringham were the first to adopt his
suggestion, starting with Wolferton in 1912. In 1920, the Duke of York suggested that more
should be designed and the Daily Mail ran a competition for which the prize was £2000.26
24 Clunch, Jan 1990
25 Brian Ross, Clunch, Jan 1990
26 Brian Ross, Clunch, ibid.

239

T

he Burwell sign contains a plaque inscribed: “Presented by Burwell Women’s Institute,
November 1989, to commemorate their Golden Jubilee.” The actual year of the 50th
anniversary would have been 1987, as the story of its foundation is told by Dorothy Grainger:
“One evening in the spring of 1936 I was ‘kicking off ’ my motor cycle, when an acquaintance
called out ‘Now where are you off to?’ ‘To Exning Women’s Institute,’ I yelled above the roar
of my engine. ‘Why haven’t we got one in Burwell?’ . . . After several get-togethers, we held
our first meeting in the Congregational Sunday School Room in December 1936 . . . Burwell
W.I. came into being with 32 members, later becoming the second largest in Cambridgeshire,
with 208 members (Soham and Barkway had 211) . . . In January 1937 we were invited to
hold our meetings in the Secondary Modern School [Village College] by Mr Glendon,
Head,”27

Evidently, there was some dispute about this matter - Mrs Grainger adds a postscript: “If
starting means what I think it does, then Burwell Women’s Institute ‘started’ in 1936,” but
the following footnote has been appended: “Mrs Grainger would like it to be known that the
meeting she describes was a preliminary one and the official starting date of the W.I. is
1937.”28

T

he young tree on the green was planted in 1991, in memory of Reg Hancock one of the
founders of the Burwell Agricultural Discussion Association. The new tree replaced an
older one, blown down in the gales of 1990. The Association Reg had helped to found was
begun in 1943, holding its first meeting on December 16th of that year, and has continued
to the present day. Interviewed in 1993, the year of the Association’s 50th anniversary, then
chairman Dennis Badcock recalled: “Horse management was one of the main topics for
discussion at the first meeting. Today the discussion is the horsepower of our tractors.”29

T

he High Street passes in front of you, right to left; Newmarket Road, facing you, leads
off to the south east, towards Exning; and to your right, Parsonage Lane heads downhill
to the west.

O

n the right, close to the top of Parsonage Lane, is Barclays Bank, No. 5, which opened
in about 1967. Before this, the bank had used premises at the far end of the Causeway.

It was not long after the bank moved here that the government announced their decision to
adopt decimal currency, thus ending a monetary system that had been in existence for
hundreds of years, and coinage that had changed very little in 150. It was in 1816 that the
Royal Mint moved to a new site on Tower Hill, London, and, using steam-powered machinery
for the first time, began to produce high-quality coins - but from materials worth much less
than their face-value: the first official ‘token’ coinage. Before this, the value of the coin was
always tied to the value of the metal it was made from. There were still some gold and silver
coins made: the sovereign - worth £1 - was gold, as was the half-sovereign [50p. in decimal
currency]; the crown [25p], half-crown [12.5p], shilling [5p] and sixpence [2.5p] were silver,
but their value as silver was less than the amount the coins represented. The penny [0.4p],
halfpenny [0.2p] and farthing [0.1p] were made of copper. Even today, the two types of coins
we use are still sometimes referred to as ‘silver’ and ‘coppers’, and, with just a few changes,
these were basically the ones used right the way from 1816 - 1971. Compared to modern
coins, they were quite large and heavy.
Facing page: the Burwell village sign on Pound Hill.
Photo: A. Murkin
Background: Barclay’s Bank. Photo: A.Murkin

27 Clunch, March 1976
28 Clunch, ibid.
29 Newmarket Journal, 4th Nov, 1993
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Pre-1971 ‘copper’ coins
Two examples of the farthing
(1/4d [0.1p]) from the reigns
of Queen Victoria and King
George VI, respectively.

Two examples of the
halfpenny (1/2p [0.2p]),
from the reigns of Kings
George V and George VI.

Two pennies [each
worth approximately
0.4p] from the reigns
of Edward VII and
Elizabeth II.

A threepenny bit [worth
approximately 1.25p] from
the reign of King George VI.

A

rithmetic involving money was much more complicated before decimalisation.
Instead of two divisions, pounds and pence, or £ and p, there were three: pounds,
shillings and pence, or £ s d. There were 12 pence in one shilling, and 20 shillings in one
pound: instead of a relatively simple sum such as £1.84 + £1.67, you would have to add
up £1 16s 10d + £1 13s 5d (more or less the equivalent in pre-decimal money). The
answer to this sum is £3 10s 2d, or about £3.51 - pity the poor schoolboy or schoolgirl
having to learn and practise these sums, the shopkeeper adding up a bill, and the customer
checking their purchases! Nevertheless, this what people used to do, and the situation was
further complicated by the fact that the penny wasn’t the smallest coin used: many things
cost just 1/2d or 1/4d, and sums often involved these fractions of a penny as well.
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A sixpence [2.5p] from the
reign of Queen Elizabeth II.

Pre-1971 ‘silver’ coins

A shilling [5p] from the
reign of King George VI.

A two-shilling piece
[10p] from the reign of
King George VI.

Half a Crown [12.5p]
from the reign of King
George VI.

A commemorative
Crown [25p] from
the reign of Queen
Elizabeth II.

A 1/2p decimal coin, now
out of circulation.

M

ultiplication and division were so difficult that the common thing, for businesses, was
to have a Ready Reckoner - a book of tables in which multiples could be looked up.
This was very necessary: whereas now it is common to find items in the shops priced at 99p
instead of £1, or £1.99 instead of £2, they would have been 19s 11d, £1 19s 11d - or even £1
19s 11d and three farthings, just 0.1p short of the round figure! It was also common to quote
prices in ‘guineas’. The guinea had ceased to be produced as a coin at the end of the 18th
Century, but was well-known as an amount, £1 1s [£1.05], and the word still lives on in the
names of horse races at Newmarket, the 1000 and 2000 Guineas.
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S

hopping before the second half of the 20th Century, of course, was a different experience
to the one we are used to now. There were no large supermarkets where you would have
to collect a basket- or trolley-full of purchases and try to add them up in your head, to make
sure you kept within your budget: a grocer’s shop, for example, had a counter, and you would
ask the proprietor or assistant for the things you wanted, and they would fetch them for you,
adding up the amounts in writing in front of you. You may not have needed to visit a shop
at all: it was also common practice to write your shopping list in a book, which would be
collected by the grocer, and returned later with the goods you had ordered, and the prices
entered in it. Many people living in the village will still remember Owen Warren, for example,
who delivered groceries from his North Street premises on a tradesman’s bicycle - a piece of
history which is fortunately preserved in Burwell Museum.

A typical example of a household grocery order book from the 1960’s, with the list written
by the housewife, and the amounts and totals added by the shopkeeper before delivery.
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I

n 1849, as an early step towards decimalisation, a two shilling piece, the florin - 1/10 of a
pound - was introduced. Also about this time, a silver threepence piece was issued. After
1915, the gold sovereign and half-sovereign were replaced by the pound note and 10 shilling
note. In 1942 the silver threepence was replaced by a 12-sided nickel-brass coin, and in 1947
the crown, half-crown, florin, shilling and sixpence began to be made from cupro-nickel
instead of silver. The crown was now only issued as a commemorative coin, and, though legal
tender, was not in everyday use. Due to inflation, the farthing - 1/4 of a penny - was
becoming less and less practical: none were minted after 1956, and it ceased to be legal tender
at the end of 1960.

In 1961, the Halsbury Committee was appointed to consider the question of changing to
decimal coinage, and the decision to adopt this system was announced in February, 1968. In
preparation for this, later in 1968, some decimal coins were introduced, although this was
long before the anticipated date of the change: the 5p piece was used alongside the shilling,
and the 10p piece along with the florin. Both the new coins were exactly the same size as the
old ones and shillings and florins continued to be used together for over 20 years. Finally, two
coins disappeared before full decimalisation - the halfpenny on 1st August, 1969, and the halfcrown on 1st January, 1970.

O

f course, giving up the old familiar money was quite a wrench, and some people never
quite got used to the new system. The old coins had been with us for a long time, and,
unlike their decimal replacements, had acquired many slang terms and nicknames. Though
the plural word ‘pence’ remains, we usually say ‘one p’ now, instead of the singular ‘one penny’
as we used to - even ‘one pence’ is sometimes heard now. Now, we say ‘two pence’, ‘three
pence’ or ‘six pence’, as two words. Before, we used to say them as one word: ‘tuppence’,
‘thrupence’ or ‘fourpence’; the coins were the silver ‘sixpence’, or ‘tanner’, and the ‘thrupenny
bit’ - ideal, traditionally, for hiding in the Christmas pudding, and bringing good luck to the
finder. Its later replacement was the 12-sided thrupenny bit. A shilling was a ‘bob’, so a florin
was worth ‘two bob’, and a ten-shilling note was a ‘ten-bob note’. ‘Half a crown’, or ‘two and
six’, was a common price for goods in shops; you could also ask for ‘two penn’orth’ - two pence
worth - or ‘six penn’orth’ of something. A ‘halfpenny’ was pronounced ‘haypenny’, and 3
farthings, or three-quarters of a penny, was ‘three ha’pence’. Something referred to as
‘tuppeny-ha’penny’ was petty or insignificant; a penny-farthing was an early bicycle, with a
very large front wheel, and a very small rear wheel, much like the relationship in size between
the two coins.

O

n February 15th, 1971 decimal currency was officially introduced, and the
denominations familiar to us at the end of the 20th Century were first used. The first
7-sided 50p piece had already joined the 5p and 10p in October, 1969, and like them, it was
larger than the one used nowadays. The new coins in 1971 were the 1p and 2p, and at first
there was a 1/2p as well, but this lasted only until December, 1984. All the decimal coins had
the words ‘New Pence’ on them. In 1982, the 20p was introduced; the other coins remained
the same, but no longer had the word ‘New’ on them.

Background: a £1 note, which ceased to be legal tender in 1983
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T

he £1 coin replaced the pound note in 1983. An interesting feature of this coin is that
each year a different regional design appears on the reverse, so that now there are quite a
number of variations to be found. All of them have a milled edge, with an inscription around
it. These are: 1983 and 1993, Royal Arms; 1984 and 1989, Scottish Thistle; 1985 and 1990,
Welsh Leek; 1986 and 1991, Northern Irish Flax; 1987 and 1992, English Oak; 1988, Royal
Shield; 1994, Scottish Lion; 1995, Welsh Dragon; 1996, Northern Irish Celtic Cross; 1997,
English Lions. English and Northern Irish coins have the Latin inscription DECUS ET
TUTAMEN around the edge, which means ‘An ornament and a safeguard’ - referring to the
appearance of the milled edge and also its purpose in discouraging clipping. The Scottish also
have Latin: NEMO ME IMPUNE LACESSIT, meaning ‘No one provokes me with impunity’;
and the Welsh have PLEIDIOL WYF I’M GWALAD, Welsh for ‘True am I to my country’.
Gradually, the coins became smaller, the 5p being the first, in 1990. The larger 5p, and the
identically-sized shilling, which was still in use, finally ceased to be legal tender: incredibly,
this size and value of coin had been in continuous existence since 1816, a period of 174 years,
possibly the longest life-span of any individual coin from any country in the world. The
reduced-size 10p followed in 1992, and the 50p in 1997. Also in 1997, the £2 coin was
introduced - the United Kingdom’s first bi-metal coin. Although the 1p and 2p were made
in copper-plated steel from 1992 onwards, they were the only coins that looked the same as
they had in 1971, and it is still possible to find early bronze ones with ‘New Pence’ on them
in your change.30

A

t the time of writing,31 there is much discussion as to when and if the United Kingdom
should adopt the single European currency, the ‘Euro’ - currently valued at about 70p. A
number of our European neighbours have done so, even if they haven’t yet issued Euro notes
and coins. Should we do so, an entire system of money will have come and gone in the
lifetime of many people in the village, as well as in the lifetime of the Parsonage Lane bank
itself.
Just past the bank, also on the left, is Pound Close, and a little further down, on the right,
stood a row of almshouses.
30
2000 Years of British Coins and Medals, John Kent; The Coin Yearbook,
1998, ed. Mackay, Mussell, & Coin News; Coins of England and the United
Kingdom, 1997, ed. Mitchell & Reads
31 Dec, 1998

Advertisements for Pound Hill businesses, from the St
Mary’s Parish Magazine, 1974 (left), and the History
of the Parish Church of St Mary, 1961 (below)
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Causeway
O

n the left, as you walk along this section of the Causeway is the Memorial Cottage,
which contains on its east wall a list, on three stone panels, of 68 servicemen who died
in the First World War. Above these names, a fourth panel is inscribed:

IN HONOURED MEMORY OF THE FOLLOWING MEN OF THIS
VILLAGE WHO DIED FOR US IN THE GREAT WAR 1914 - 1919
THIS COTTAGE WAS ERECTED BY THE PEOPLE OF BURWELL
Some 40 years later, sadly, it was necessary for 2 further panels to be added with 24 more
names of those who died in the Second World War of 1939 - 1945.
In April, 1919, the Parish Council discussed various ways of commemorating the end of the
First World War: among suggestions put forward were the erection of almshouses, the
adaptation of the newly-built Gardiner Memorial Hall for “recreation and education of the
Parishioners”, and the addition of a building to the Jubilee Reading Room “to be used as a
club for the Young Men of the Parish, and where a brass tablet could be fixed with the names
recorded of all those lads of Burwell who have fallen in the War.” It was resolved not to make
one specific recommendation, however, and a Public Meeting held on May 12th, 1919, at the
British School, decided to adopt a suggestion of Dr Octavius Ennion to provide a District
Nurse for the village. Burwell Nursing Association was formed, and land purchased from the
Crown Estate for the erection of a home for the nurse.32
32 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, March 1980

Memorial Cottage in the 1920’s, showing the original 3-panel memorial to those who died in the
First World War, 1914-1918. Photo: Camb. Coll.

The complete War Memorial, with added panels showing those who died in the Second World
War, 1939-1945. Photo: Frith Collection (Camb.Coll.)

T

he cottage, No 19, the Causeway, was opened on February 20th, 1921, the rent being
fixed at £5 per year. Early residents here were Emma Street in 1929, Jane Kinloch in
1933 and Florence Adams in 1937.33 Mrs Kinloch, although “much loved in the village,”34
got into trouble for taking her husband into the house, against the Nursing Association Rules.
He had been badly wounded in the War, which “sometimes caused him to be difficult”, but
“she felt it was her duty to look after him when he left hospital.”35 Despite a petition
organised by Ivy Warren and Florence Griffin, Nurse Kinloch was dismissed. Nurse Bolton,
who lived in the village for over 40 years, is another well-remembered occupant of the house.
She lived here from the time of her arrival in the village in September, 1938, until her
retirement in 1970. From then until her death in 1981, she lived in a house at the top of
Toyse Lane. A street in the village, Bolton Close, is named after her.

33 Kelly's Directory
34 Ivy Nicholls, Clunch, July 1981
35 Nicholls, Clunch, ibid.

247

World War II
A

s early as September, 1938, preparations began “in the event of war, or state of
emergency”: gas masks were received in the village at that time, and Air Raid Wardens
appointed. The Central School [Village College] was to have a First Aid Post, and a General
Utility Squad formed of “persons with a knowledge of First Aid, and of others with a
knowledge of buildings, to deal with damage to persons and property.” A delivery of sand was
received for use in dealing with incendiary bombs - although in the end it was used up on the
icy roads in the cold winter of 1940 - 1941. In February, 1939, 7 months before the outbreak
of war, the Ministry of Labour wrote to the Parish Council, asking them to nominate 4 people
who would be suitable to give “impartial advice to enquirers seeking guidance as to the
national service they can best undertake.” In August of that year, the Parish Council reported
their satisfaction with the arrangements that had been made, there being “quite a strong force
of special constables” and the Women’s Red Cross Detachment, the air raid wardens and home
nursing staffs “well-numbered.”36

W

ar was declared on September 3rd, 1939 - a time when “war planes roared overhead,
tanks parked with impunity, and my dad’s army paraded with pitch forks.”37 A local
Home Guard had indeed been formed earlier in the year: a photograph of Burwell Home
Guard in Burwell Museum shows no fewer than 56 men. ‘Blackout’ arrangements came into
effect - no lights were allowed to be shown after dark - and evacuees began to arrive. 170 came
in September, although only 26 were still here by June, 1940, and the village were asked to
find space for another 220 more. Billeting had entailed “the investigation, by a large number
of workers, of every house in the village to ascertain whether suitable for a billet, and the
number of available rooms.”38

C

ity children - mainly from London - were evacuated here, and soldiers were billeted in
private houses. Doreen Waghorn arrived as an evacuee from London “suitably labelled
with my name, holding my belongings, which included a gas mask and a few groceries. I
remember the District Nurse taking my sister, myself, and one other girl to our destination;
it was Parsonage Farm, where I was enthralled with the sight of cows, horses, chickens, etc.”
She clearly enjoyed the experience of village life, recalling that “we were allowed complete
freedom to play in the meadows and on the farm, we had our first ride on a horse and cart,
and actually picked apples off trees!”39 Long-time village resident Mary Ison remembers
soldiers billeted in one room of the family house and having to move some of the furniture
out “so that they could sleep on the floor. After that we had private evacuees,”40 she adds.

36 Parish Council Minutes, Sept 28th, 1938; Feb 2nd, 1939; Aug 15th, 1939; Jan 13th, 1941
37 Fuller's View From The Attic, John Fuller
38 Parish Council Minutes, June 10th, 1940
39 Clunch, July 1979
40 Memories of the Second World War, Burwell History Society
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A

letter dated 10th September, 1941, from “Regimental Headquarters, 2nd Medium
Regiment R.A. [Royal Artillery], SOMEWHERE IN ENGLAND” says:

“I have been requested on behalf of the men of R.H.Q. [Regimental Headquarters] of this
Unit, to send you a few lines of appreciation for all the good times that they had during their
stay at BURWELL.
“The friendship and social atmosphere accorded by all the residents and your goodself tended
to make their stay more of a vacation than a matter of National Importance.
“Words cannot express too highly the high esteem with which the men hold Burwell and all
its inhabitants, and I should count it as a great favour if you would be so kind as to pass their
thanks to all concerned.”41

Servicemen’s wives, too, were billeted on families, and it “quite often with reluctance” that
householders gave up rooms for this purpose.42

O

ther temporary residents were prisoners of war, many of whom worked on the land. In
August, 1944, the District Council were asked to effect repairs to Hythe Bridge, “caused
when a vehicle, conveying prisoners of war to work, collided therewith.”43 Also onto the land
came an army of volunteers - the ‘Land Girls’, often city girls who had little or no experience
before of the countryside. In his fictionalised account of Fen life, Waterland, Booker Prizewinning novelist Graham Swift records the arrival of this new work force. Into the farm, he
tells us:
“fluttered coveys of Land Girls, in boiler-suits and dungarees and tightly fastened headscarves, their forearms growing muscular and sunburnt, their urban decorum evaporating in
the summer heat. Broken-down trucks ferried these creatures from their hostels . . . to the
scenes of their labours, to the jeers and leers of the local inhabitants.”

The Blackout arrangements continued until September, 1944, when a slight relaxation was
allowed, and ceased in March, 1945, when, for the first time since their installation, the street
lights were used all year round.44

I

n January, 1940, the Gardiner Memorial Hall was offered for the use of the County Council
to shelter and feed people whose houses had been damaged through air raids, but in the
event it was requisitioned by the R.A.M.C. [Royal Army Medical Corps]; wounded soldiers
used the Rialto Hall, the dance hall behind the White Horse.45 Also in this month, food
rationing was introduced and ration books were issued containing tickets which had to be
produced to shopkeepers before they were allowed to sell their goods. Some items did not
cease to be rationed until some years after the end of the war.

41 Burwell Museum
42 Betty Ellwood, Memories of the Second World War, ibid.
43 Parish Council Minutes, Aug 9th, 1944
44 Parish Council Minutes, Sept 20th, 1944; March 2nd, 1945
45 Parish Council Minutes, Jan 8th, 1940; July 29th, 1940

Facing page, top and bottom: a typical
ration book. This example shows that
rationing continued long after the
cessation of hostilities.

C

ountry people, of course, often had the advantage of being able to grow their own
vegetables, and rear their own animals. Betty Ellwood recalls her family keeping
chickens, a pig and a few hives of bees. Each family, she says, were allowed to keep one pig,
“a village butcher undertaking its slaughter, which provided him with half the carcase.”
Killing day for their pig was always on a Monday, and little or nothing of the animal seems to
have been wasted: “The offal was used almost immediately: home made faggots with roast
potatoes was a delicious dish . . . raised pork pies took central place on the supper table at
Christmas.”46 Much of the meat was preserved by salting or smoking. A neighbour, Mrs
Balls, had a vat for salting the pork, and the smoking of the ham joints and sides of bacon was
carried out over the kitchen hearth. “It was quite a sight seeing the meat as it hung by a large
hook gradually changing colour as the hours of smoking increased.”47
46 Memories of the Second World War, ibid.
47 Memories of the Second World War, ibid.
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E

veryone was encouraged to grow as much as they could, and a public meeting was held at
the Central School in November, 1940 to explain the Government’s Dig For Victory
scheme. In 1941, the village was asked by the Rural Community Council to be self-sufficient
in vegetables, although there were already enough available for a surplus to be given to
canteens at the Baptist and Congregational chapels, the searchlight station and the R.A.M.C.
Hospital.48

W

hile petrol rationing was in force, it was impossible to use private cars for pleasure.
Country people who still owned horse-drawn vehicles brought them into use again “for
country rides,”49 and other purposes: examples of such carriages and carts - the Gibson
Collection of Horse-drawn Vehicles from the Exning Estate - are on view at Burwell Museum.
Travel must, in any case, have been more difficult than usual as, in May 1940, Sir John Reith,
the Minister of Transport announced that “the highways authorities have been instructed to
remove signposts and direction indications which would be of value to the enemy in case of
invasion.”50 At night, driving became positively dangerous, as the demands of the Blackout
meant that headlights were extremely dim.

I

n the first air-raids, the village policeman rode up and down Swaffham Road on his bicycle,
blowing his whistle, as no air-raid warning sirens had yet been erected;51 but the danger was
very real, and Burwell was subject to attack on a number of occasions. Village resident Betty
Ellwood recalls, as a child: “It was usual then to see the odd aeroplane overhead.” On one
occasion she waved to the crew of a low-flying aircraft: they waved back, and only after they
had passed did she realise that it had been an enemy plane.52 RAF Newmarket Heath suffered
bombing raids, and on one occasion a train travelling between Burwell and Fordham was
targeted. One Saturday night, an incredible 300 incendiary bombs were dropped on the
village - perhaps the night described by Tony (‘Charlie’) Davis, former landlord of the Fox, in
an interview in Clunch in which he recalls the sky “lit up as bright as day” as the incendiaries
“rained down on the village.” Tony was amongst local residents stationed in the Fox goat shed
who “raced out to smother the flares,” so that by the time the main force of bombers arrived,
the fires which were meant to illuminate their target were out, and the village was in darkness
again. The aircraft, believed to be aiming for Bomber Command HQ at Harraton House,
Exning, circled for a while, and left without dropping any of their bombs. Tony is
undoubtedly correct when he speculates that “little of what we see in Burwell today would
have remained had they not been able to extinguish the flares.”53 The following morning,
many people went out to examine the remains of the bombs, which “littered the vicinity,”
assessing “the degree of damage to casings and fins and their suitability after treatment for
mantelpiece ornamentation.”54 No doubt many of these ornaments still exist in the village,
and one of the bombs, which fell on the White Horse pub be seen in Burwell Museum; but “it
never seemed to occur to anyone that collection of these trophies, a popular pursuit of the
times, was fraught with danger.”55 Towards the end of the war, one of the notorious V1
rockets - ‘Doodle-bugs’ - came down in Burwell Fen.56

48
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Parish Council Minutes, July 29th, 1940; Nov 6th, 1940; March 24th, 1941
Burwell Museum
Daily Express, May 31st, 1940
James Badcock, Memories of the Second World War, ibid.
Memories of the Second World War, ibid.
Clunch, July, 1990
Fuller's View From The Attic, John Fuller
Fuller, op. cit.
Memories of the Second World War, ibid.
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F

ison, Packard & Prentice, the company which operated the Artificial Fertilizer Factory on
the Lode, offered to lend their siren to the village as an air raid warning signal. There was
some debate as to whether it was a good idea: some - P.C. Good, for example - thought that
people would be frightened by the siren, and would expose themselves to greater risk by
running into the street; others were in favour of warnings in the daytime but not at night, as
people would, after a time, “get tired of getting up and would remain in bed.” All agreed that
warnings should not be given unless absolutely necessary: time had been wasted by giving
“preliminary” warnings to schools, which only resulted in teachers sending children home to
fetch their gas masks. In the end, the offer was accepted. At first, the siren was placed on the
Police House - despite the opinion of the County Council that they “do not consider it
necessary to have a system of public warnings in rural districts” - but eventually it was moved
down the Causeway to the Reading Room, which was being used as a control centre by the
Air Raid Wardens and Special Constables.57

D

uring 1940, £315 10s 6d [£315.53] was raised in Burwell and £17 0s 6d [£17.03] in
Reach for the Newmarket Rural District Spitfire fund. The Supermarine Spitfire was the
fighter which helped ensure victory in the Battle of Britain, the air war which put an end to
the danger that this country would be invaded in the early 1940’s. The prospect of invasion
was for a time a very real one: in April, 1941, the Parish Council was asked to nominate one
person as a village representative, to deal with distribution and rationing of food and “to be
able to inspire confidence in the inhabitants during a period of emergency, particularly of
invasion.” In 1942, a collection for “Warships Week” raised enough money for a Royal Navy
submarine, HMS Universal, No. P57 of the ‘Ursula’ Class, to be allocated to the village. None
of the complement of 4 officers and 31 ratings were from this area, however.58 More
interestingly, the previous year, came the news that the name of Burwell was to be taken into
the wider world by a battleship named after the village.

HMS Burwell
I

n the early years of the war, Prime Minister Winston Churchill made a number of visits to
the United States, which was at this stage - before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor,
Hawaii - unwilling to enter the conflict directly, to enlist their support. President Roosevelt’s
response was the ‘Lend-Lease’ agreement, by which the Americans provided us with much
badly needed equipment. In the case of naval vessels, a group of 50 rather super-annuated
destroyers was made available - in exchange for leases allowing the US to establish eight bases
in the Caribbean - refitted and renamed after towns and villages common to Britain and the
United States. There are at least 2 Burwells in the United States: one, population 1,278, close
to the Calamus Lake reservoir, Nebraska (“Where the Wild West Meets to 20th Century”),
named after Ada Burwell, fiancée of the brother of the city’s co-founder, Frank Webster, who
was killed in a logging accident59; another about 30 miles west of Atlanta, Georgia, close to
the Alabama border. (Curiously, less than 10 miles from here there is a small town called
Mandeville, a name of some significance in Burwell, Cambs.60)
57 Parish Council Minutes, Oct 16th, 1939; June 10th, 1940; July 1st, 1940; July 29th, 1940; March 30th, 1942
58 Parish Council Minutes, Jan 13th, 1941; April 24th, 1941; July 12th, 1943
59 Burwell, Nebraska Home Page: http://burwellnebr.com; Emma Bristol: www.casde.unl.edu/history/counties/garfield/burwell/burwell.htm
60 AA Big Road Atlas - U.S.A., American Automobile Association
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B

ecause of the choice of names, these ships were known as the ‘Town’ class destroyers: one,
the USS Laub, built in 1918, was, after refitting at Devonport, renamed HMS Burwell.
She was 314ft 4in [95.8m] long and 31ft 8in [9.7m] wide, with a draught of 12ft 10in
[3.9m]; her maximum speed was 28.5 knots. In January, 1941, the Parish Council were
advised by the Navy League that “if the village decided to make comforts for the crew, the gifts
should be sent to the League for distribution.” ‘Comforts’ were small knitted items such as
gloves, mittens, socks and scarves: all the women and children in the village were pressed into
service producing these for soldiers, sailors and airmen. It was agreed that the cause was
worthy of support, but that the already existing Comforts Group in the village would be asked
to deal with the matter, anything specially sent to be earmarked ‘HMS Burwell’.61
Ships crossing the Atlantic during wartime had to be protected not only against fighter aircraft
and bombers, but also the stealthy and highly dangerous enemy submarines, known as UBoats. For maximum safety, they travelled in large groups - ‘convoys’ - guarded by destroyers.
HMS Burwell spent most of the war on North Atlantic convoy escort duty, well armed for the
purpose with a single 4-inch gun, a British High-angled Gun, a 20mm Oerlikon anti-aircraft
gun, 2 triple torpedo tubes and depth-charge throwers. Radar - then in its infancy - was also
fitted.62
In February 1941, just a few months after emerging from Devonport, Burwell was involved
in a collision with HMS Ripley - another ‘Town’ class vessel - and required another refit;63 in
June she was in action in the Atlantic, rescuing survivors from a Belgian ship, the Gand, which
had been torpedoed on convoy duty by a U-Boat.64 In August that same year, she was
involved in probably her most significant action of the war, the capture of the U-Boat, U-570.
61 Parish Council Minutes, Jan 13th, 1941
62 Burwell Museum, information provided by David Wright
63 Burwell Museum, ibid.
64 The Atlantic Star, 1939 - 1945, David A. Thomas

Top: HMS Burwell. Facing Page: HMS Burwell circles the
captured U-Boat, U-570. Photos: Imperial War Museum
[A2803; C2069]
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U-570 had inadvertently surfaced close to a patrolling British aircraft, which immediately
dropped depth charges around it, and forced it to surface again. Two destroyers, the Burwell
and the Niagara were despatched to the scene, along with four British trawlers; S.R.J. Woods,
captain of the Burwell, assumed command, as the senior naval officer present. Although the
U-Boat crew claimed to be in danger of sinking, Woods did not want to rescue them
immediately, as they would then be able to scuttle the submarine, and all the potentially useful
equipment and code books it contained would be lost. Instead, he waited until morning and
signalled to them: “Send half the crew below and blow ballast tanks. Do not destroy or throw
overboard any papers or books. Do not scuttle or you will not be picked up.”65

S

everal attempts to pass a steel towing cable over to the U-570 were unsuccessful: suspecting
deliberate non-cooperation, Woods ordered warning shots to be fired over the heads of the
submariners. A British official report of the incident said: “Unfortunately, owing to the
labouring of the two vessels, some of the bullets hit the conning tower, wounding five of the
crew.”66 As one of the Burwell’s crew put it: “we had to wound one or two because they
threatened to scuttle her.”67 Intentional or not, this had the desired effect, cooperation was
forthcoming, and the U-Boat was made as buoyant as possible. Woods agreed to take the
wounded off, and when attempts to send a tethered raft from the Burwell failed, sent the crew
of one of the more manoeuvrable trawlers to collect them. In contrast to Woods’ apparent
plan to leave men on board as ‘hostages’, the U-Boat captain and officers were taken onto the
trawler as well as the wounded, and the destroyer Niagara took the rest of the men. The
Burwell, the Niagara and two of the trawlers began towing the stricken U-Boat to the nearest
safe haven, Iceland, where it was eventually beached. Although much of the equipment had
been deliberately damaged, the code books and other papers were missing, and - due to the
various difficulties and misunderstandings that had occurred - her captors “did not part on the
best of terms,”68 she was in quite reasonable condition, and some valuable information was
obtained from her in an exhaustive series of tests, after which she was able to be commissioned
in the Royal Navy as HMS Graph - “a playful allusion to the reams of charts her tests had
generated.”69

65 Hitler’s U-Boat War, Clay Blair
66 quoted in Blair, op. cit.
67 Able Seaman John Ord, quoted in Thomas, op. cit.
68 Blair, op. cit.
69 Blair, op. cit.
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I

n October, 1943, H.M.S. Burwell was transferred to the undoubtedly important, but
somewhat less glamorous duty of Air Target Ship, in which role, from January to December,
1944, she was based in Western Scotland. After the war she remained in service only until
1947, when she was scrapped.70

T

he war in Europe came to an end in May, 1945. The Gardiner Memorial Hall was
derequisitioned before that, in November, 1944, but found to be in rather a poor state so much so that the County Council refused to renew the Theatres Act Licence until repairs
were carried out.71

In June, 1945, a Ministry of Health circular was received, advising the Parish Council that
“expenditure could be incurred for celebrations at the end of European hostilities.” It was felt,
however, that it would be inappropriate to hold celebrations at this time, as several Burwell
men were still held prisoner in the Far East, where the war was still continuing. Indeed, even
after the final victory there in September, 1945, it was thought best to wait for the
announcement of an official date. It was not until May, 1946, in fact, that a Public Meeting
was called to seek the opinions of villagers on the nature of the celebrations to be held.72 Some
men returned to the village from the Far East, many did not. Quite a few had been forced to
work on the railway which crossed the infamous Bridge over the River Kwai: some who died
are buried in the war graves cemeteries there.73
The food situation after the war was not good, and our overseas territories - to which many
from the village had emigrated in the 19th Century - were encouraged to send food parcels.
The Parish Council Minutes record the receipt of Dominion Food Gifts in January and
September, 1949.74

A

nother connection between Burwell and the United States was discovered by villagers Hal
and Anita Chilvers, visiting the Carter Burwell Plantation - known as ‘Carter’s Grove’ on the James River, Virginia - the house there being “one of the most elegant habitations” in
the state.”75 Carter Burwell himself, who built the house, inherited the estate from his
grandfather, Robert ‘King’ Carter, in about 1737. Robert Carter was nicknamed ‘King’ “by
his enemies for his haughtiness and by his friends for his wealth.”76 He was certainly a rich
man: at the time of his death he owned 1,000 slaves, 300,000 acres and £10,000. His
daughter Elizabeth, married Nathaniel Burwell, and they gave their son her family surname,
Carter. Carter Burwell’s wife, Lucy, came from the local Virginian town of Brandon, and since
the town of Brandon, Suffolk, is just a few miles up the A11 from Burwell, it seems likely that
there is some connection between the American and English names. It is often overlooked,
Hal points out, that “although the Mayflower and other similar vessels finally provisioned and
set out from Plymouth for the New World, the intrepid settlers actually commenced their
journey in East Anglia.”77
70 Burwell Museum, ibid.
71 Parish Council Minutes, Nov 27th, 1944; Dec 2nd, 1944; April 12th, 1945
72 Parish Council Minutes, June 11th, 1945; Aug 15th, 19451; April 15th, 1946
73 Philip Peachey, Clunch, July 1983
74 Parish Council Minutes, Jan 10th, 1949; Sept 1st, 1949
75 Helen-Louise de Chastenay Maussion, 1787, quoted on
http://www.history.org/places/hb/hbcgrove.htm (Colonial Williamsburg Foundation)
76 Colonial Williamsburg Foundation: http://www.history.org/places/hb/hbcgrove.htm
77 Clunch, July 1985
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Slaves would often take their names from their owners, so a connection between the village of
Burwell, and the Burwells of Virginia, means a connection with their slaves, too. For 5
successive weeks, beginning on September 15th, 1768, the Virginia Gazette ran an
advertisement that Gaby Burwell, a runaway slave who belonged to James Burwell of King’s
Creek Plantation near the York River, was:
“outlawed, and a reward of ten pounds will be given for his head, or twenty shillings if safely
delivered to James Burwell.”

Gaby was described as:
“about 40 years of age, round shouldr’d, bends in one of his knees (in which I have forgot) is
very subject to sore legs, has a very long foot; and had on when he left me the usual winter
clothing of corn field Negroes.”78

A

lso on the other side of the Atlantic is Port Burwell, Ontario, Canada, situated just across
Lake Erie from the U.S. city of Cleveland, Ohio. The village is named after Col. Mahlon
Burwell (1783 - 1846), an American-born surveyor employed by the government of Upper
Canada from 1804 - 1840,79 and “the area’s most prominent citizen and developer during the
early days.”80

E

migration was a common feature of life during the 19th Century period of agricultural
depression, and was frequently referred to in contemporary newspaper reports. The
Cambridge Independent Press, for example, carried the following leader in January, 1870:
“There is just now an extensive movement in favour of emigration. During the past year a
considerable depression in certain trades has existed, and the natural consequence has been
considerable stress among the working classes . . . Many eminent persons see a remedy for the
existing distress by the promotion of an extensive emigration of the working classes, and call
on the Government to aid them . . . There can be no doubt that when we find in any
particular neighbourhood the wages of any class of working men or labourers so low as hardly
to be sufficient to ‘keep body and soul together’, something ought to be done to remedy such
a state of things . . . but we can hardly expect any large body of agricultural labourers to
emigrate without assistance. The colonies would be a fine place for them, if they could but
get there . . . The question of whether or not emigration shall be aided by Government is now
taken up in a manner that is sure to be fully discussed, and urged upon the Government. It
is an extremely important question and one which comes home to all of us . . . The time is
not yet ripe for the action of Government in any large and systematic way, but the period is
hastening near when it will be one of the great public questions of the day.”81

Indeed, according to Oliver MacDonagh, in his introduction to a book of contemporary
essays on the subject, Emigration in the Victorian Age, emigration is “at once one of the most
significant and the least noticed fields in the nineteenth-century history of the United
Kingdom. He estimates that “some ten million people left the British Isles [i.e. Britain and
Ireland] in the hundred years 1801 - 1900 . . . This does not fall far short of the entire
population of Great Britain in 1801.”
An optimistic picture was painted of the life that awaited emigrants in their new home. Sir
George Grey, former Governor of New Zealand, is quoted as saying that:
“every working man who entered any of the colonies, and who was deserving of success, was
certain of success; not certain merely of a sufficient subsistence, and of being well-clothed, but
certain of accumulating a property on which the future fortunes of his family might be built
up and established.”82
78
79
80
81
82

Colonial Williamsburg Foundation
Florence Cowley, Clunch, Jan ,1991; www.londonhistory.org
Port Burwell Home Page: http://www.library.elgin-county.on.ca/~burwell/
Cambridge Independent Press, 15th Jan, 1870
Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
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Typical of the wealth
of advice available to
would-be emigrants is
this guide, advertised
in the Cambridge
Chronicle, May 27th,
1848.

E

ven though there was not as yet any Government help for emigrants, in the form of an
‘assisted passage’ to the Colonies, enormous numbers of people had, on their own
initiative, made the decision to leave. The people of Burwell were no exception. In February,
1853, for example, the Cambridge Independent Press told its readers:
“The emigration fever has reached this secluded village. Upwards of 40 persons have left for
Australia, and others are preparing to follow.”83

Later in the month we are informed of Burwell:
“The rage for emigration is still unabated. Several persons have departed this week; three
auction sales took place in one day, the property of persons about to leave their native land.”84

Such was the rush to get away, that men would not wait to save the money to take their
families with them. The story is told of two brothers who had left the village some months
before, leaving their wives behind. The patient women had just received sufficient money
from their husbands to join them in America:
“The loving spouses lost no time, but took their departure last week, and are now sailing on
the bosom of the ‘Atlantic’s broad billows,’ to join the partners of their life.”85

Later in that same year, 1853, we read of the wives of five labourers who had left for America
“with a promise that if they were prosperous they would take the earliest opportunity of
sending for them.” Prosperity had indeed come, and “faithfully have they redeemed their
pledges like true-hearted English labourers.”86 The wives had received £12 or £14 from each
of their husbands.
“The women clapped their hands for joy. The village rang with the merriment of their voices,
and they have all lost no time in making preparations to join their husbands; and on Thursday
last, wives and children - aye and friends and neighbours, anxious to try their luck - left
Burwell for the shores of America.”87
83 Cambridge Independent Press, 5th Feb, 1853
84 Cambridge Independent Press, 19th Feb, 1853
85 Cambridge Independent Press, 5th Feb, 1853
86 Cambridge Independent Press, 1st Oct, 1853
87 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.

257

Right: Shipping lines
competed for the business
generated by the huge
numbers of emigrants, as
these mid-19th Century
advertisements from the
Cambridge Chronicle
show.

Below: the prospect of
owning their own house beyond the reaxh of most in
Britain - was an obvious
attraction for would-be
emigrants
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N

aturally enough, there was some anxiety as to the effect of this exodus on the village:
earlier in the same year, 1853, when 15 more people were reported as leaving Burwell
for America, the local correspondent felt impelled to comment:

“Those who emigrate are hard-working people; and although there is at present no lack of
hands for agricultural employment, we cannot foretel the consequences if this extraordinary
drain upon our population should not abate. The present unusually severe weather keeps
back field labour; but when it becomes more genial the chances are that all our labouring
population will become fully employed.”88

A

famous group of Burwell men left to cross the Atlantic in 1910, some ending up in
Canada, some in the U.S.A. A number of those in the United States settled in Rochester,
in New York State, home of the fledgling Eastman-Kodak company. Starting out in a familiar
job, working on the land, they were eventually able to buy their own plot and later sell it at a
good profit. Some returned during the First World War, and some of their children visited
during the Second. Several well-known Burwell names occur amongst these American
families: Bowers, Chapman, Cook, Flack, Fuller, Hawes, Hunt, Jarvis, Lawrence, Parkinson,
Parr and Peachey are all represented.89

Local firms took advantage of the large market created by emigration. (Cambridge Chronicle)

88 Cambridge Independent Press, 26th March, 1853
89 Florence Cowley, Clunch, ibid.
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M

odern-day Sacramento, California, has also acquired a link with the village in the form
of a street name, ‘Burwell Way’. Eileen Swope (née Ware) from Burwell moved to that
city with her husband Ralph, formerly an American serviceman stationed at U.S. Lakenheath.
Both of them worked for a construction company which was building a new estate, and
Eileen’s request that a street be named after her home village was granted.90

T

he kind of conditions the emigrants were leaving behind is described in an article from
the Times on 16th April, 1874. This was time of high unemployment and low wages for
agricultural workers and they were beginning to form a trade union to champion their cause.
Local farmers were very much against this, and refused to employ ‘unionists’, which so
angered workers at Exning that they went on strike.
The Times reporter, sent to Exning for a first hand view of events took this - perhaps surprising
- view of the dispute:

“I am still more clearly of the opinion that, upon the lines they are now fighting, victory for
the farmers will be more disastrous than defeat . . . A mere attempt to gain another shilling a
week on the one side, and a refusal of it on the other, would have produced nothing like the
sympathy and dogged feeling aroused among the labouring class not hitherto connected with
the Union by a refusal to employ all Unionists. Such a policy is bitterly resented as a denial
of ‘the right of us poor men to stand shoulder to shoulder and try and pluck up a bit.’ This
was one man’s way of putting it to me.
“‘Our masters,’ said another ‘will let us spend our twopence in getting drunk or in any other
mischief, but we mustn’t put it in the Union.’. . . and if the wholesale notices served upon
them to leave their cottages take effect, the exasperation and sense of wrong among them and
their fellows for miles around will be such as one hardly likes to look forward to.”

W

hilst in the area, the Times took the opportunity to have a look at neighbouring
Burwell, where the subject of the labourers’ land and housing was investigated:

“At Burwell . . . some tenements are let to the labourers at a rack rental much higher than that
paid by the farmer. Here is another claim for equity - equitable rental. I am glad to say it is
a claim which . . . is recognized by some occupiers, who seek to make no profit out of the
labourers in this way.
“But the poor men crave so for a bit of land that they are willing to pay, and do pay, six pounds
an acre for land which costs the farmer little more than two. Inexorable political economy
says that price shall be ruled by supply and demand, and that the value of a thing is what it
will bring in the market. Still one does not like to hear of these applications of the inexorable
law.
“In several of these parishes there are charity lands, which might be appropriated for
allotments with great fitness; but I have often found that such bequests have led to quarrels of
the petty village type, and the devise to trustees for charitable purposes has proved a curse
instead of a blessing to the little community.”
90 Newmarket Journal, 21st July, 1977
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“Allotments at Burwell,” though, he says, “are the exception”:
“The chief lessee under the Crown, Mr [Robert] Stephenson, lets his cottagers a rood or more
of land at the price he pays for it, and then the peasant can keep his pig; that useful creature
helps to manure the land and pay the rent, and the world seems to go on more brightly.”

A

s for the houses themselves that the emigrants sought to leave behind, many

“have but one bedroom. I visited one such cottage in which father, mother, and six children
were compelled to herd together - one a grown-up daughter. To be sure, the loft which
formed the one bedroom was twice as long as the usual run of such places. The man said he
had asked his landlord to put up a partition and make another window, but in vain.
“In another case the woman said they had put the children upstairs, and she and her husband
slept in a bed on the brick floor below, until the bottom board of the bed had fallen to pieces
from damp, and then they had to go among the children again.
“The sanitary inspector visits these dwellings occasionally to prevent overcrowding, but the
difficulty is for the poor to find other cottages, even when they are inclined to pay more rent.
“Some of the worst of these cottages belong to small occupiers; some are mortgaged up to the
hilt, and the owners often can afford neither to rebuild nor repair. It is a hard thing, again,
for the sanitary inspector to pronounce a cottage unfit for human habitation when no better
- perhaps literally no other - can be had for the family.”

The one positive note struck in the report is this:
“In Burwell the Crown is the chief landowner, and it sets an admirable example in the matter
of cottage building. I visited some of the cottages on the Crown estate. All have three
bedrooms, with a sitting room, and outhouses; all are substantial, comfortable dwellings. The
peasantry in decent cottages seem to be brighter and more cheerful, and to have a look of
greater self-respect than the unfortunates who live in the hovels which, I regret to say, are to
be found in this village.”

O

pposite Memorial Cottage in the Causeway stands Berkeley House, formerly the home
of local farmer George Webb and his wife, Ivy. Behind the house is a former quarry,
associated by the Inventory of Historical Monuments with the nearby Victoria Lime Pits, as
“probably mediaeval, reworked in the 19th century.” The Farm behind is marked as Pits Farm
on the 1886 Ordnance Survey map.

Facing Page: The Causeway, looking north towards the
former King William pub (on the right), very early in the
20th Century. Photo: Camb. Coll.
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B

urwell Ex-Service and Social Club, formerly the British Legion Club, stands on the left
next to Memorial Cottage. Formed in 1921 as the Burwell Ex-Servicemen’s Club, it was
originally housed in a wooden building called ‘The Hut’. The name change occurred in 1923,
and the connection with the British Legion continued until 1954.91

Burwell Parish Records show that in April, 1920, the Council was asked to rent out a piece
of land attached to the Jubilee Reading Room to the ‘Comrades of the Great War’: they agreed
“in the event of a club being formed” to allow a “portable structure” to be erected there for a
period of 12 months. In April, 1922, they received an application on behalf of ex-service men
for the use of the Gardiner Memorial Hall at a reduced charge “during the time the British
Legion Club was being formed.”92

N

ext to the Ex-Service and Social Club stands the Police House. For quite a time, Burwell
had its own policeman stationed here. Many people will remember P.C. Good, P.C.
Oliver, P.C. Hayes, and others. For the most part - although perhaps not always - villagers
have been grateful for the Police presence here, which has been a long-standing one. One local
newspaper in the 1850’s, however, was rather scathing in their report of a “daring” burglary
on a shop run by “the Misses Webb.” The premises were broken into at the rear and:

“the thieves entered the cellar, and took six large cheeses, a quantity of candles, soap, tobacco,
a leg of pork, some wine, half a gallon of gin, and various other articles upon the whole of the
value of from £15 to £50.”93

This was quite a haul - but all the more surprising because of the protection which should
have been afforded to the property. As the newspaper puts it:

“It is somewhat curious that, at the next house, six policemen are lodging, and there are, also,
six other policemen lodging in the house opposite. Only imagine twelve policemen being
saddled on the village of Burwell, whose residence in the place can be of no earthly service
than to benefit the public houses in which they lodge.”94

91
92
93
94

Heather Richardson, op. cit.
Burwell Parish Council Minutes
Cambridge Independent Press, c.1850
Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
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F

inally, on the left, stood a pair of shops, P.W.
Doe & Son. The first, a sweet-shop run by
Doris Doe, the second a bicycle and toy shop which
was run latterly by her son Keith. In the 1940’s this
was described as a “cycle-cum-wireless shop.”95
The house (No. 23, Causeway) was formerly the
residence of the Registrar of Births and Deaths.
His office was converted to a sweet shop when the
Does moved here from Pound Hill.
As at the Pound Hill premises, the other half of the
building housed a separate business. Esme Potratz
(née Brown) remembers that a “halfpenny to spare
(or was it a farthing?) meant a visit to Mrs Doe’s
sweet shop to try our luck with the ‘magic
machine’! Money in, twist a knob, and out came a
coloured disc to determine the worth of our win.”96

Causeway/Ness Rd Junction
H

ere the road forks to left and right: to the left runs the Causeway, into the village towards
North Street; to the right is Ness Road, the main B1102 road leading out of the village
towards Fordham.

Just at the point where the road divides ahead of you, you can see a private house which used
to be the King William IV pub, built in about 1830 - King William reigned from 1830 - 1837.
Formerly owned by the Cambridge brewers T. Nash & Co., the “King William Beer-House”
was sold, along with 50 other pubs and inns in 1852, “in consequence of a Dissolution of a
Partnership, and entire Relinquishment of the old-established Brewery Business.”97 Not long
after this, in 1858, the Cambridge Chronicle reported:
“At the special Sessions on Tuesday at Newmarket, Mr Naylor, the barrister appeared for the
third time to oppose a spirit licence to the King William beer shop . . . no reason was shown
for the license further than that some lodgers who dug coprolites required some brandy when
they were ill. Mr Naylor pointed out the great temptation the gin shops were to the poor man
who saw them now staring at him at the corner of every road. If Solomon had lived in these
days, he would have warned the licensers of them, as well as the poor man, to set their faces
against them with the same earnestness that he did the young man to beware of the strange
woman at the corner of the streets. The Bench again refused the license.”98

95
96
97
98

Dr E.A.R. Ennion, Adventurer’s Fen
Clunch, July 1985
Wentworth & Son, Sales Particulars, 6th Aug, 1852
4th Sept. 1858

Facing Page: The Causeway, looking north towards the
former King William pub (on the right), after the building
of the British Legion clubhouse, between the wars.
Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll)
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T

he landlord at the time of the sale by Nash & Co. was Oliver Carter: editions of Kelly’s
Directory for the following years show subsequent landlords and landladies as Mary Hunt
(1864, 1865), Jonathan Bridgeman (1875, 1883), Charles Copping (1892), Charles Wells
(1900), William Halls (1904), Harry Harding (1916), Henry Fuller (1922), Annie Fuller
(1929) and George Sayers (1933, 1937).
The King William, being run at this time by Sue English, closed its doors for the last time on
October 10th, 1996.

Burwell Pubs
T

oday, there are only four pubs in Burwell - six, if you count the Burwell Ex-Service and
Social Club, and the Social Club formerly associated with the Box Factory. In the past,
there were many more. Dr E.A.R. Ennion counts ten99 - but there have been more during
Burwell’s long history. Alan Bloom, writing in about 1940, describes “two miles of winding
village street, along which twelve public houses could be counted. Just the kind of place for
a pub crawl, and though there is not the attraction now, I daresay in the old hard-drinking
days, some went through the process on a Saturday night.”100

Here is a list of pubs, past and present; from South to North, these are, or were:
The Lamb, run by butcher Thomas Fuller in the early 19th Century at No. 12, High Street.
The Five Bells, in the High Street, still open today, on the right-hand side, just after the
church.
The White Horse, on the left-hand side, almost exactly opposite the Five Bells. The building
still stands, but has not been a pub since the mid-1970’s.
The Crown, further along the High Street, on the right-hand side, just past the junction with
Mill Lane. The Crown is still open for business.
The King William IV (known as the ‘King William’ or ‘King Billy’) at the junction of the
Causeway and Ness Road: open from the 1830’s to the 1990’s.

99 Adventurers Fen
100 Farm in the Fen
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The White Hart, which stood in the Causeway, on the left-hand side between the Silver Street
junction and the Hythe Lane junction. It closed in 1827, but part of the original buildings
can be seen today.
The Fox, where the Causeway becomes North Street, just opposite Hythe Lane.
flourishing today.

Still

The Bushel, opposite the Fox on the other side of the Causeway, just before Hythe Lane.
The Fox is still open, but the Bushel is long since closed and demolished. I remember the
building in the early 1960’s as a shop - an off-licence, perhaps. I was too young to be certain,
but remember buying coca-cola there.
The Queen’s Arms, at No. 35 North Street, was on the left, just after a small lane on the right,
New Road, which links North Street to Silver Street, running parallel to it. The late 16th
century building still stands, but is no longer a pub.
The Anchor is further down North Street, on the left, at the entrance to a short lane leading
to the river. It is now the only pub in that part of the village, although in the 1940’s there
were two more:
The Rose, at No. 89 North Street; the Maid’s Head, at No. 101 North Street; and, earlier: the
Stag, at No. 119 North Street.
In addition to these, the Cambridge Chronicle advertises the sale in January, 1841 of “all that
convenient Retail Beer-House, called ‘The Red Lion’, situate in North Street, Burwell”.
Five years later, in January, 1846, the Chronicle records yet another pub - which definitely
didn’t exist! It seems that a con-man named Coxall had approached local liquor merchant
John Warren, just after Christmas the previous year, claiming that “he had lately opened a
public house called the Green Man in North Street, Burwell” and that Warren had been
recommended to him as “a party from whom he could be well supplied.” Warren sent
“Brandy, Rum, Gin, Cigars etc. to the value of £9.15s.0d [£9.75]”, but as soon as they arrived,
Coxall disposed of them, without paying up. After his arrest, it was discovered that he had
tried the same trick before at Bacon’s, the tobacconists which used to stand on Market Hill,
Cambridge, fraudulently obtaining tobacco worth over £2.
Alan Bloom also recalls being told of a pub-that-never-was, by the Lode, near the end of
Harrison’s Drove out in the Fen. His informant, who was in his eighties at that time - about
1940 - explains it thus:
“There uster be a lot o’ men and boys were down in this ‘ere ole Fen when I were a boy, what
with turf cuttin’ and litter cuttin’, ‘part from what land were farmed. Then there were a lot o’
barges on the Lode tew, goin’ up and down . . . well, there were such a lotta men uster work
on the Lode and in the Fen as some man ‘ee thought as how he’d build a public-house there.
So he gets the foundations in, and then he arsts fer a licence, and they woon’t let ‘im hev one,
and then he went and cleared off somewhere else. Thas sixty year agoo if it’s a day.”101

Bloom was astonished to find the remains of the clunch foundations, which had remained
there since the 1880’s.
Dr Charles Lucas notes that Pout Hall, at the junction of Burwell and Reach Lodes, was used
an illicit drinking house in the 19th century.102
101 op. cit
102 The Fenman’s World
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Few villages can have more pubs now than they did half a century ago, but Burwell seems to
have lost more than most: barely a third, in fact remain.

O

n Ness Road, opposite the former King William, stands a house which “shows evidence
of its previous use as a bakery, with the oven in the wall. It was also used at one time as
an ice-cream parlour.”103 Arthur ‘Matey’ Doe - son of ‘Granny’ Doe, whose shop was in the
Postmaster’s house on Pound Hill - lived here. He used to meet the 7a.m train each morning,
to collect and deliver the newspapers; smoked fish and ice cream were also his specialities,
delivered in a cart drawn by a donkey named Billy.104

Two views of the King William. Left: before the Second World War. Note the row of cottages in the
background, on the opposite side of Ness Road, demolished not long after. Photo: Grainger Collection
(Camb. Coll.) Right: painted white in the 1960’s. Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)

Causeway
T

he Causeway is said to have been planted by monks “hundreds of years ago,” with “four
rows of trees” and “a raised footpath, to afford shelter for persons going from the north
end of the village to attend an old Saxon church which stood on the east side of the main road
opposite the present chemist’s shop.”105 This was Bunker’s Hill, the junction of High Street
and Mill Lane, somewhere in the vicinity of the Anglo-Saxon cemetery excavated in the
1920’s.

103 Discovering Burwell, Walk 3
104 Dorothy Grainger, Clunch, July 1983
105 Dr Charles Lucas, op. cit.
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O

nly the path was constructed at this time - the road did not exist until the 19th Century.
In order to get from the High Town to North Street it was necessary to use Low Road,
known at that time as Newnham Street. Gypsy fairs were set up “along the whole of the 530
yards length from North Street to Pound Hill.”106 A road was built alongside in 1817 and
cottages also date from this time, “several having 1842 as their building dates.”107 Even at this
time the Causeway was obviously not the major thoroughfare we know today: in 1886 the
Highway Surveyors were asked to make arrangements for repairs to the road “either by taking
the said Causeway as a Public Highway, or otherwise.”108

Two views of the former Post Office. Left: at the beginning of the 20th Century, when still a shop.
Photo: Camb. Coll. Right: at the end of the 20th Century, now a private house. Photo: A. Murkin

O

n the left, No. 27 was formerly the Post Office, having moved here from No. 53. After
this, it was also a tea-shop. Village Sub-Postmistress for many years was Mary Ann
Segrott, first shown in Kelly’s Directory in 1896.

An announcement in the Cambridge Chronicle of November 18th, 1871, indicated that the
Post Office was “now open at this place for the transaction of telegraphic business”, but it had
a double importance in the early years of the 20th century, being responsible not only for
letters, but also telephones. The switchboard which served the whole village was situated in
the Post Office, and, since most people did not have a phone at home, calls could be made
from here. There were still no phone boxes, and, unlike today, a private chat was difficult so much so that in March, 1922, the Parish Council resolved to write to the Postmaster, asking
for the telephone to be moved “as the conversations can now be heard by persons attending
the counter.”109 As the years went by, business increased, and in February, 1932, the Parish
Council were forced to contact the Postmaster again, about the lack of space in the Post Office
- which was also a shop.
In 1934, they had the idea that stamp vending machines could be installed in the shop, but
a regretful reply from the British Postage Stamp Machine Service Company explained that
their negotiations with Mrs Segrott “had not proved successful, as she is quite unwilling to
have one of the machines, and the efforts of the Company’s representative to induce her to
alter her decision had been of no avail.”110
106 Discovering Burwell, Walk 3
107 Discovering Burwell, Walk 3
108 Burwell Vestry Minute Book, November 22nd, 1886
109 Parish Council Minutes
110 Parish Council Minutes

267

I

n the 1960’s and 1970’s, a well-known resident of No. 27 was Ian Kinloch, described by
Donald Trelford, editor of the Observer newspaper, as “a most remarkable man.”111 Despite
being diagnosed in the 1950’s as suffering from Multiple Sclerosis, and confined to a
wheelchair from the early 1970’s, he managed to continue work in a senior position in the
Ministry of Agriculture, and was awarded the Imperial Service Order in 1975. A keen
member of the Burwell Writers’ Circle, he published articles in Farmers’ Weekly and books such
as Figments and Fragments and Don’t Forget Your Wellies.
No 10, on the right, was
formerly Carter’s florists
and, in the late 1970’s a
Ladies Hairdresser’s as well.
Earlier in the 20th Century,
it was a “very fashionable
dress shop”, run by Miss E.
Kellaway and Miss G. Parr.
In the 1960’s, No. 10a was a
betting shop, run by F.S.
Mitchell.112

Next to this, also on the
right, stood W.F. Hobbs’
Joiner’s works.
No. 33, on the left, was the home of Albert Gathercole, a great contributor to Burwell life, by
virtue of his job - Works Manager of the Brickworks and Chemical Works; his public life scoutmaster, councillor and school governor; and his writings - many books and articles in
Clunch, the village magazine, about Burwell and its history. He died in December, 1985 at
the age of 78.
On the right, No. 38 was formerly a Gents and Ladies hairdresser’s, and in the 1970’s
converted to a laundrette. Before the First World War, Harry Pitches bicycle shop was here.
No. 40, formerly a
confectioner’s, was Roland
Vaissière’s Preference Stores,
“for Complete Electrical
Installations,
Radio,
Television and Electrical
Appliances”113
After
Vaissières moved to the High
Street in 1959, it became the
‘Preference
Cycle
and
Service Station’ in the
1960’s, Alan Muncer Cycles,
in the 1970’s, D & F Watt,
Florists, in the 1980’s and
Armada Cycles in the 1990’s.
111 Foreword to Figments and Fragments, Ian Kinloch
112 Yates' Directory of Cambridgeshire, 1963
113 Advertisement in History of Burwell Church, Rev A.G. Walpole Sayer
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N

o. 42 was Guyatt’s mineral water works, which made soft drinks. In the late 19th
Century, William Guyatt Senior was the manager of the Droford mineral water works
in Cockles Row, just off the High Street. He established a similar business at 105 North
Street, moving to these premises in the Causeway in 1900. Some of the bottled drinks went
to Reach and Upware by barge, and at Christmas ginger wine and raisin wine were specially
made. His son, William, continued the business here right up to 1974, when he retired at the
age of 80.114 In the 1970’s, the premises were occupied by Beck Bodyworks “for all Body
Repairs, re-sprays, customising, restorations, etc.”115 In the 1980’s this became ‘Bodyline
Services’ and ‘Burwell Car Centre’. In 1980, Jim Bucknell started a business in premises here,
called Intelsig, using microchip and communications technology for business applications.116
Nos. 46 - 48 were formerly a butcher’s shop, as was No. 13, The Leys. In the 1970’s No 46
was occupied by P.J. Beckett, Boot and Shoe Repairers.
The trade of boot and shoe making has been represented in the village for a long time. Pigot’s
and Kelly’s Directories show boot and shoe makers by the name of Barnes engaged in this
business for almost a hundred years: Catherine (1830), Francis (1847, 1864), John (1883 1900) and John junior (1883 - 1922). Other names listed are John Hunt (1830, 1839),
Robert Hunt (1864, 1875), Joseph Mason (1830 - 1847), Robert Symes (1847), Joseph
Bowers (1847 - 1875), Charles Parr (1883), George Peachey (1883 - 1922) and John Doe
(1896, 1900). In 1937, three ‘boot repairers’ are listed: George Ready, Leonard Stevens of
North Street, and Bert Warren of Toyse Lane. Two ‘boot dealers’ (shoe shops) are listed from
1929 - 1937: Nelson Drake, in the High Street and Morley Fordham in the Causeway.117
Burwell Parish Records show that for a long time a ‘Shoemaker Row’ once stood in the High
Town part of the village. John Baldewyn is recorded as taking over property there in 1557 or
1558, on the death of his mother, Margaret; in 1671 John Babing took possession of a cottage,
“lately burnt”, there; and in 1747 Mary Woolard lived there.
The Ordnance Survey map of 1886 shows the Post Office along here on the left, at No. 53.
It moved to No. 27, before settling in its present position on Pound Hill.
No. 69, was Estall’s shoe shop in the 1970’s.
No. 73, Staploe Veterinary Practice, was - until 1983, when the business moved to Silver Street
- Anne-Marie, Ladies Hairdresser’s. In the 1960’s, it was a draper’s, the ‘Treasure Cove’, run
by E.D. Coombs, and, much earlier, a baker’s. Kelly’s Directory shows Frances Bignall as
proprietor here in the 1920’s, and Fred Bignall in the 1930’s. Fred used to deliver bread
throughout the village with his horse and cart,118 and charged a penny [0.4p] for customers
to cook their Sunday joint in his oven, as it cooled from making the morning’s bread.119
Everitt and Gale’s furniture shop was started by village postman George Everitt and his
brother-in-law in 1920, using their 1914 - 1919 war gratuity.120

114 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, July 1978
115 Clunch, Jan 1976
116 Clunch, May 1981
117 Pigot: 1830, 1839; Kelly: 1847, 1864, 1875, 1883, 1896, 1900, 1916, 1922, 1937
118 Esme Potratz (née Brown), Clunch, July 1985
119 Donald Allen, Clunch, Jan 1992
120 Clunch, March 1982
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O

n the right, just before the entrance to the Village College, stands the Wesleyan
Methodist chapel. The land on which it stands was bought for £30 in 1834 by Fordham
grocer, John Davis, and the chapel - at that time with a square ground-plan - was opened in
the following year. In 1884 the building was extended by some 9ft [2.75m] on the right-hand
(south) side, and, 30 years later, further additions returned the chapel to an almost square plan
again. The stone-laying ceremony was held on August 3rd, 1914, a Bank Holiday Monday,
and the day the First World War broke out.121

The former Methodist chapel
Photo: A.Murkin
One story remembered for a long time by the Methodist congregation occurred at a young
child’s funeral in the winter of 1927. The snow was so deep that the minister, Rev Thomas,
had to leave the road and come over the field on his way from Newmarket. A robin had
accompanied the coffin from the family home and went with it into the chapel. During the
service it perched on one of the oil lamps just above and at the end of the service returned to
its place on the coffin as it was borne out.122
The foundation stone for a new Sunday School room was laid in July 1939, and it opened on
23rd May, 1940, just 8 months after the commencement of the Second World War. A few
months after that, on 10th January, 1941, it was taken over by the Army, who paid a rent of
£53 pounds a year.123 In 1988 the Methodists joined with the United Reformed Church, and
now meet at Trinity Church in the High Street, the former Congregational Church Sunday
School. The chapel was sold, and in the early 1990’s was converted into “4 highly individual
2-storey homes”124
Next door to the Methodist chapel stood “a house with a small shop attached.” At different
times it sold “fish, fruit, sweets and lastly fishing tackle.”125 As a sweet shop in the 1930’s, it
was run by Mrs E. Hills.126 On the left, No. 97, the Chinese take-away - formerly ‘Toby’s
Take Away’ - was, in the 1920’s, the Co-op butchers, run by Bert Norton.

121 Burwell 150 Years, Ernest Goodridge
122 Goodridge, op. cit
123 Goodridge, op. cit
124 Pocock & Shaw, Sales Particulars, Jan 30, 1996
125 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
126 Kelly’s Directory, 1933, 1937

270

Burwell Churches & Chapels
A

s well as the parish church of St. Mary’s, Dr E.A.R. Ennion records no less than 5 chapels
in Burwell in the 1940’s, and “a subsidiary church”, by which he presumably means the
Victorian St Andrew’s in North Street, at the junction with Silver Street.127

Formerly, an older church of St Andrew stood somewhere close to the High Street. The
Inventory of Historical Monuments in the County of Cambridge places it to the east of the High
Street on the site now occupied by Old School House, but Alison Taylor refers to it as
“uncertainly located.”128 T.C. Lethbridge speculates that it may have been in the vicinity of
the Anglo-Saxon cemetery, part of which was excavated at the far end of the High Street, close
to the junction with Mill Lane.129 The full extent of the cemetery is not known, however, and
the assumed site, across the road from the present parish church of St Mary, is only a few
hundred metres from the excavated area. The Causeway, which ends at the junction with Mill
Lane, is said to have been constructed as a path to this church from the northern part of the
village.

There are many chapels in the villages of the Fens:
“The dwellers in North Street are, and always have been, Nonconformists. This is to be
accounted for partly by the fact of the church being so far away, and partly because when that
community came into being there was a great movement towards their way of thinking, and
also because one of the natives, a Mr Andrew Fuller, was a very eloquent and forceful advocate
of the creed, and had a great following in the district.”130

There certainly was, in the past, a “terrifically strong division” between church and chapel in
the village, to the extent that “people from one did not even speak to people from the
other.”131 T.T. Ball, writing in the late 19th century, recalls the time in April, 1862, when the
school room of the British School was opened on Sundays for religious meetings. “It was,” he
says, “the village talk. Many sneered at us, and despised us, and spoke ill of us; even composed
a song about us, and paid a man to go through the village and sing it, and sell copies of it.”132
I am sure, though, that this would never happen now.

127 Adventurers Fen
128 A Discussion, Gazetteer and Excavations on Two Sites, CAS 72
129 CAS 27 - 30
130 The Fenman’s World
131 Olive Game, Clunch, July 1977
132 The Life and Labours of the Late James Smith
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A

ll of the buildings referred to above still stand, apart from the ancient church of St
Andrew, but not all retain their religious use. From South to North, churches and chapels
past and present are:

St. Mary’s and St. Andrew’s, as described above.

The ‘Meeting House’, built in 1866. Formerly the High Town Independent, or
Congregational chapel, then, from 1972 - 1979, the United Reformed Church: in the High
Street, on the right, just after the junction with Hall Lane. After 1979 it was the occupied by
local company, Tuckey Ford, and is now a private house.

Trinity Church, built in 1907 as the Congregational Sunday School: just past the Meeting
House in the High Street, on the left. From 1979, the home of the United Reformed Church.

Methodist chapel, built in 1835, extended in the late 19th and 20th centuries: in the
Causeway, on the right, just before the Village College.

In 1988 the Methodists joined with the United Reformed Church: both the Methodist chapel
and the former Congregational chapel were sold at this time. The former Methodist chapel
is now converted into living accommodation.

Primitive Methodist chapel in North Street. Closed in 1939, once the premises of a packaging
business - precursor to the Box Factory, which operated for over 40 years in Reach Road - and
now used for storage.

Baptist chapel, also in North St, close to the junction with Toyse Lane. Still in use.

St Andrew’s church, close to the corner of North Street and Silver Street: built in 1863, and
referred to as the ‘Mission Church’ at that time, continued to be used until February, 1990.
A separate school building was added in 1871, which was used until the new primary school
opened in Ness Road in 1961.

Background: The Meeting House, High St. Photo: A.Murkin
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Map 16: the area covered by Part 7 of the Tour
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7
Causeway/Silver
Street/Newnham
S

tanding at this junction, facing north down the Causeway, there are several roads leading
off to left and right.

Across the Causeway, to the right, a path leads off at right-angles, past the Village College
towards Ness Road; and slightly ahead of you, Silver Street branches to the north-east.
Leading off to the left is Newnham Lane, leading to Newnham, an area of narrow lanes which
at one time formed a separate community before the different parts of Burwell expanded and
came together.
Just before the junction with Newnham Lane, on the left, stands the Jubilee Reading Room,
built in 1889 to commemorate the Jubilee of Queen Victoria (1837 - 1901).

The Jubilee Reading Room
Photo: A.Murkin
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T

he debate about the building of the Reading Room was reported in detail in the
Cambridge Chronicle of April 29th, 1887, on the occasion of a second public meeting
held to receive a report prepared by a committee on the cost of the scheme.
It appeared that people were concerned about the expense involved, and had other ideas for
public projects - a recreation ground, for example, which the village did not have at that time
- as the committee chairman, the vicar, said that "since the previous meeting, which had been
a public one, although scantily attended, he had received a petition from a large number of
inhabitants requesting him to call a second meeting to further consider the matter in hand,"
to which he had replied that a further public meeting would be held "when there would be
an opportunity to reconsider the question: and, when the report had been read, it would be
open to anyone to move that a different scheme be adopted or to make any other suggestion."
The report indicated that the proposed scheme, which involved the construction of a Reading
Room and Library, "with a room attached, suitable for public meetings and lectures," would
cost about £600. However, these were difficult times financially, and "in the event of public
subscriptions falling short" - for this was the way the building work would be paid for: there
were no Government grants available! - the Public Room could be left out.
Persuasive arguments were put forward, both in the report and by others at the meeting, to
win the villagers' support. The report, read out by the committee secretary, said:
"unless the greater part of the money spent in education was to be wasted, provision must be
made for carrying on the statement of Canon Barker, Chairman of the Recreative Evening
Schools Association, 'that careful enquiry had brought to light the fact that 96 percent of the
pupils in the London Elementary Schools lost nearly all they had ever learnt because of the
way their education was neglected after leaving school.' The committee hoped that a strong
effort would be made to raise the money, as however bad the times might be, it was always
the wisest economy to spend money freely for all educational purposes."

Robert Stephenson, moving that the report be adopted, also appealed to economic
considerations, saying that "whilst a book in a private library might be read by one person,
the same book in a Public Library might be read by 50, in which case it was 50 times more
valuable than the former one." A farmer himself, Stephenson went on to explain:
"In a large parish, where everybody depended on agriculture for a livelihood, it was necessary
to have, besides other books, a thoroughly good collection of agricultural works, so that any
one of the numerous small farmers and cottagers could at any time consult the best authorities
on any matter connected with his business. Amongst our manufacturing towns, those who
paid the most attention to technical education were in a far more flourishing condition than
the others which neglected it: and a good agricultural library in a village supplied the place of
a technical school in the town."

He also "alluded to the knowledge that had been accumulated in recent years on the subject
of contagious and other cattle diseases, and mentioned that the serious losses that farmers
continually suffered from them might be greatly diminished if this knowledge were available
to them in like manner," asking the farmers present "whether they though it possible by
increased knowledge to add only two shillings [10p] per acre to the produce of the Burwell
parish (7,000 acres): if so, in one year it would pay for the entire building."
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The recreation ground proposal was brought up, but it was pointed out that "a recreation
ground could only be used by the village boys in the evening of four months out of the twelve;
when harvest commenced, they were at work till dark, and during autumn and winter, they
were also working in the fields till dark." Boys leaving school, it was further suggested, "were
very likely to pick up idle and vicious habits, which a well managed reading-room would help
to prevent."
So, in the end it went to a vote: of the householders present 77 voted in favour of the Reading
Room scheme, only one for the recreation ground. That idea would have to wait another ten
years.

T

he land on which the Reading Room stands was bought in 1888 from bricklayer George
Davey, by a group of trustees, consisting of the Rev. Norton, Vicar of St. Mary’s, the Rev.
J.W. Upton, Minister of the Congregational Church, Thomas Lucas, the Surgeon (father of
Charles Lucas), farmers Salisbury Ball and Robert Stephenson, and local businessmen, George
Colchester and George Le Pla. According to a church magazine of July 1887:
“‘Jubilee Day’ was on the whole a happy day for the inhabitants of Burwell. Although there
was a good deal of disappointment arising from the fact that, owing to the Jubilee Funds being
devoted to building a Reading-Room as a memorial of this happy time, there was no general
dinner or tea for all the inhabitants, as was, we believe, the case in most of the neighbouring
villages, yet as people began to understand that there was not money enough in the place for
a dinner and a Reading-Room, they got over their disappointment and joined heartily in the
amusement provided for them.”1

S

uch public events have always been taken seriously in the village: so much so that a few
years later, in 1893, it occasioned comment in the newpaper, when “a correspomdent”
reported to the Cambridge Chronicle that:
“considerable disppointment was manifested at the absence of any festivities in
this village in order to commemorate the Royal wedding. It is a pity that the
generous efforts of the vicar, the Rev. Neville Borton, assisted by the principal
inhabitatnts, who had kindly promised liberal subscriptions to promote the
object, should have been defeated by the apathy, indeed opposition, of the
villagers. That the poor old folks should be deprived of their much-talked-of
dinners would seem to be a standing disgrace and a specific date being of little
moment, it is yet hoped that someone may be found who will take the matter
up and mark the joyous occasion by giving the aged poor a substantial treat.”
(July 7th, 1893)

Florence Doe, who was 3 in 1897, remembers going with her mug tied round her neck to a
“treat”, taking place “down Parsonage Lane” at, she believes, Tunbridge Farm.2 An
interdenominational service was held in St Mary’s church; there was a cricket match between
the Married and Single (won by the Married); further sports, and a firework display, which
continued until almost midnight. The village street was decorated with flags, and the Burwell
Band “did much towards making the day pass off pleasantly.”3
1 quoted in Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
2 Clunch, May 1981
3 Richardson, op. cit
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80 years later, plans for village celebrations of the Silver Jubilee of Queen Elizabeth II in June
1977 followed a similar pattern. The Jubilee Committee, chaired by Nell Willitts,
Headmistress of Parsonage Close First School, devised the following programme: on Sunday
the 5th there was to be a United Thanksgiving Service, followed by a village tea, costing only
25p for individuals, or £1 for a family; on Monday the 6th, Sports, including a Tug of War
and Pram Race, at the Rec; on Tuesday the 7th, a street festival and pageant, ox roast, morris
dancing, town criers, bell-ringing and a ‘kilometre of pennies’, with the Burwell Band to be
in attendance; on Saturday the 11th, a dance at the Village College and a disco at the Gardiner
Memorial Hall.4

For the celebrations of the Coronation of King Edward VIII in 1937, no less than five subcommittees were organised by the Parish Council: for ‘Sports’, 20 people; for ‘Ground and
Recreation’, 10 people; for ‘Catering’, 20 people; for ‘Entertainments and Procession’, 20
people; and for Decoration’, 10 people. In the event, the day must have been rather a
disappointment: the Parish Council were informed that the caterer had “sustained heavy
losses” on the day, May 12th, 1937, because of the “inclement weather.”5

Likewise, in 1953, celebrations for the Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II did not turn out so
well. A procession of fancy dress and vehicles were to have paraded through the village, and
all the participants gathered in North Street, at the end of Factory Drove, in preparation.
Unfortunately, before the parade could get under way, the heavens opened, and to everyone’s
disappointment, all the day’s outdoor activities had to be cancelled.6

U

ntil 1895 newspapers only were available the new Reading Room, but for some 80 years
thereafter it had the role of village library, under the direction of the newly-created Parish
Council.

B

efore the Local Government Acts of 1888 and 1894, organisation of local affairs in Britain
was a complex muddle, composed of many different bodies with different responsibilities:
England and Wales were divided into 62 counties, 302 municipal boroughs, 31 Improvement
Act districts, 574 rural sanitary districts, 58 port sanitary districts, 2302 school board districts,
362 highway districts, 1052 burial board districts, 648 Poor Law unions, 13,775 ecclesiastical
parishes and nearly 15,000 civil parishes. The total number of authorities taxing ratepayers
was between 28 - 29,000, and there were different voting qualifications for appointment to
each. Each part of the country fell in 4 local government areas - a borough, a parish, a union
(for the purposes of administering the 1834 Poor Law), and a county; each part of the country
was governed by six authorities - a Council, a ‘Vestry’ (local assembly, and forerunner of the
Parish Council, originally based around the Church), a Burial Board, a School Board, the Poor
Law Guardians and the Quarter Sessions (courts).7

4 Clunch, Jan 1977
5 Parish Council Minutes
6 Janet Mason, Clunch, May 1977
7 A Century of Cambridgeshire Parish Councils (1894 - 1994), Kenneth C. Batchelor
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The minutes of the last years of the Burwell Vestry Meetings - usually, though not always,
under the chairmanship of Rev. J.W. Cockshott - show that their normal business was the
election of parish officers: village constables, surveyors of highways and overseers, for the
purpose of Poor Law administration. They were also concerned with assessment of rates: a
resolution was passed at the meeting on May 2nd, 1867, that a committee be formed to assess
the parish and “to afford such explanation as will satisfy the Union Assessment Committee
with respect to the present inequality of Rates.”8 At a later meeting on April 10th, 1882, the
meeting expressed the opinion that:
“the application of the Newmarket Local Board of Health to take away the Grand Stand from
the parish of Burwell for rating purposes is most unjust. This meeting therefore resolves to
give such application its most strenuous opposition and pledges itself to oppose in Parliament
if necessary any Bill that proposes to add any part of the parish of Burwell to the district of
the Newmarket Board of Health.”9

The 1888 Local Government Act created County Councils. A Vestry meeting on November
22nd of that year, with Rev. Neville Borton in the chair and “numerously attended” by
ratepayers, elected Robert Stephenson as Burwell’s first representative on the new County
Council. Stephenson himself spoke of “how necessary it is to keep out Politics,” and stated
that it would be his chief aim to “keep down expenses.”10 He later became Vice-Chairman,
and then Chairman of the County Council from 1901 to 1904.11

P

arish Councils such as Burwell’s were created after the Local Government Act of 1894.
The last Vestry meeting, on May 18th, 1894, was packed. Robert Stephenson chaired the
meeting, and amongst those present were Rev. James Upton, of the Independent chapel,
Reginald Giblin, Richard Doe, William Smith, H.A. Fletcher, Robert Hunt, William Mason,
G. Hicks, John Shaw, Charles Lucas, Charles Hawkes, Robert Mason, George Mason and
others, “all to the number of 81.”12 The purpose of this final meeting was “to consider what
number of Parish Councillors it would be advisable to have for this Parish and, if necessary,
to make representation thereon to the County Council.”13

The number of councillors decided on was 15, and that was the number who attended the
first Parish Council meeting in the British School Room on 4th December, 1894. 20 valid
nominations had been received - one other candidate had signed with a mark, which had not
been witnessed - and five were subsequently withdrawn, so there had been no elections. The
unanimously elected Chairman was Robert Stephenson, and the 15 councillors were Robert
Bell, James Blackwell, Rev. Neville Borton, William Casburn, John Chapman Snr, George
Clack, John Clark, George Colchester, Reginald Giblin, Henry Hardwick, Charles Hawkes,
Charles Lucas, Jabez Mason, George Peachey and Rev James Upton. The 5 candidates who
had withdrawn were Albert Blackwell, Richard Doe, John Durrant, Walter Leonard and John
Shaw, but at the second meeting, held here at the Jubilee Reading Room, Richard Doe and
John Durrant were voted in by the remaining councillors in place of James Blackwell and
George Peachey who had resigned. Rev Upton was elected as Vice-Chairman, George Le Pla
as Clerk, and George Foster, a Cambridge banker, as Treasurer.
8 Vestry Minute Book
9 Vestry Minute Book
10 Vestry Minute Book
11 Who's Who in Norfolk, Suffolk and Cambridgeshire
12 Vestry Minute Book
13 Vestry Minute Book
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A reporter from the Cambridge Independent Press, reporting on the village in 1896, described
the original council of 15 as consisting of 5 Conservatives and 10 Liberals; after their first term
of office the Conservatives had decided that they wanted 7 representatives, so both parties had
put up 15 candidates. All 15 Liberals were elected, and none of the Conservatives.14 True to
his word, Robert Stephenson, who had vowed to keep politics out of local government, had
resigned at the meeting on April 21st, 1896, saying that “as the council had been formed on
political grounds, and after the stand he had taken on the County Council against politics, he
felt it impossible for him to accept the Chairmanship.”15 Rev. Upton took his place - and,
indeed, remained Chairman for more than 25 years, until his resignation in November, 1921,
due to “advancing age, and the illness of my wife.”16

According to the Independent Press, Poor’s Fen, the subject of riots and demonstrations on its
enclosure just over a decade before, was mortgaged and let out, as was 16 acres of Crown
Land; responsibility for some charity money, formerly administered by the vicar to
churchgoers only, was taken over by the Parish Council and distributed to all the needy,
regardless of their religion. The council, it was said, also intended to write to the Charity
Commissioners, asking that some of the money from remaining Church lands be made
available for the poor.17

A

doption of the 1892 Public Libraries Act was discussed at the Parish Council’s second
meeting, and it was agreed that if the Reading Room trustees were willing to make over
the premises to the Parish Council, a public meeting would be called, at which parishioners
would vote on the creation of a village library here. The trustees were indeed willing - a
number of them were, in fact, on the Parish Council - and at the subsequent public meeting
on 18th February, a vote of 35 for and none against was obtained in favour of the
establishment of a library.18 At the third meeting on March 19th, 1895, it was decided to
appoint a librarian, at the salary of 2 shillings [10p] a week.19

The library proved popular, although there were some difficulties: at a Parish Council meeting
in March, 1902, a list of names of boys who had “in various ways misbehaved themselves in
the Reading Room” was read out, and the clerk was instructed to write to each boy and “forbid
him the use of the room for one month.”20 Worse still, in September, 1917, the Parish
Council, after investigations by P.C. Rowlinson, were forced to prosecute another boy who
“admitted doing number two” in the Reading Room.21

14 Batchelor, op. cit.
15 Parish Council Minutes
16 Parish Council Minutes
17 Batchelor, op. cit.
18 B.D. Hutchin, Public Libraries in Cambridgeshire 1850 - 1965
19 Parish Council Minutes
20 Parish Council Minutes
21 Parish Council Minutes
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In 1920, some sagging of the Reading Room building was first noticed, and iron tie-rods
installed; as a more permanent solution, in 1923 it acquired its distinctive buttresses, one on
each corner. In the 1930’s it assumed particular importance as a meeting place for the
unemployed, of whom there were a great many during this period. Unfortunately, the
behaviour of its patrons did not improve: in March, 1930, one of the windows was broken by
misbehaving boys; in February, 1931, there were complaints about card-playing, which was
against the rules; and the final straw came in January, 1932 when the room was found to be
“in a very disorderly and dirty condition.”22 Newspapers had been torn, scraps of paper and
other substances thrown about, and the place was full of tobacco smoke. “A number of young
men were seated about the room, but no direct evidence was forthcoming as to who was
responsible for the disturbances.” The upshot of this was that the supply of newspapers was
cancelled, and the room was closed to the public outside library hours.

The library, throughout all this time, continued to be run by the Parish Council - a
remarkable feat, since no other parish in Cambridgeshire had done so: their residents had to
travel into Cambridge, and later, where libraries were established, they were part of the
County Council system; or they had rich patrons who would donate books and money,
whereas Burwell did not.

However, from the 1940’s it became clear that the Parish Council could never raise enough
money to buy books to satisfy everyone, and “local residents frequently complained of the lack
of books, especially non-fiction works,”23 In 1924 there were 430 books in stock, and
although there are no figures for subsequent years, “judging from the shelf space at the Jubilee
Hall there could never have been more than 750 books in stock at one time.”24 In 1955 a
petition was presented to the Parish Council, asking for amalgamation of the library with the
County Council system, but this was turned down, and by 1964 Burwell was one of only 16
Parish Councils in the whole country to operate a library service.25 In the end, the only way
in which the Parish could be “forced to give up their own library” was when the 1965 Public
Library Act abolished the right of Parish Councils to be library authorities. Even then, “the
Burwell Council took this with bad grace.”26

So, on Friday, 26th March, 1965, Burwell Parish Library was closed. It was reopened again
by the County Council on April 12th, in the same building, which, after no little debate, had
been allowed to remain in the hands of the Parish Council, and was now made available to
the County at no charge. Finally, in 1971, the library moved to a building on the Village
College site across the road and since then the Jubilee Reading Room has been used as the
Parish Council offices.

22 Parish Council Minutes
23 Hutchin, op. cit.
24 Hutchin, op. cit.
25 Newmarket Journal, 19th March, 1964
26 Hutchin, op. cit.

Background: The Reading Room. Photo: A.Murkin

280

Two views of the old forge, showing how little the exterior has changed during the 20th century.
Above: Camb. Coll. Below: A.Murkin
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T

o the left, just after the junction with Newnham Lane, stood a very important building
in the village - the blacksmith’s forge. The building which now stands on this site dates
from about 1710, although there is said to have been a forge on this site since before 1600.
Jim and Tom Lawrence were the last blacksmiths here, and it was once “the centre of village
life.”27 Heather Richardson remembers watching “as the horses were shod and ironwork
beaten into shape. The metal rims of cart wheels were expanded by heating them with lighted
turves and then slipping them onto the wooden wheels.”28 A penny a day could be earned
pumping the bellows that kept the furnace hot.
The Lawrences had been blacksmiths in the village for many years. Pigot’s and Kelly’s
Directories show Nathan (editions from 1883 - 1916), Frederick (1922 - 1933) and ‘Mrs E.
Lawrence & Sons’ (1937). Other blacksmiths in the village were: John Fitches (1830), John
Iverson (1830 -1847), Charles Green and Robert Horsley (1847), Mrs Elizabeth Horsley
(1864), George Hills (1830 - 1875), James Symonds (1875), Henry Symonds (1883), John
Murfet (1916), and Edward Lenior (North Street, 1929 - 1937).29
The present30 display of ‘Industries of the Countryside’ in the Museum of Archaeology and
Anthropology, Cambridge, includes a large photograph of Jim Lawrence in his forge in about
1930.
The forge has been closed since 1953, although an attempt was made in the early 1980’s to
revive it. New owners Chris and Jane Taylor, who had bought the forge and the house next
door, renovated the buildings and in March, 1983, blacksmith James Garton from Claydon
near Ipswich was at work, making wrought iron ornamental work. With two furnaces in the
building and two work rooms at the back, it was hoped that local craftspeople would be
interested in using the forge again.31

Causeway - Ness Road
The path from the Causeway to Ness Road was laid in 1927, the land being purchased for the
nominal sum of 5 shillings [25p] from Alfred Danby, giving rise to the name ‘Danby’s Path’.32
On the right you pass the new location of Burwell
Library; on the left, Burwell Village College, built
on the site of a school erected in the 19th century.
A stone from the original building, inscribed
‘BRITISH SCHOOL 1846’, is set into the
modern boundary wall.
27 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
28 Richardson, op. cit.
29 Pigot: 1830, 1839; Kelly: 1847, 1864, 1875, 1883, 1896, 1900, 1916,
1922, 1929, 1933, 1937
30 June, 1998
31 Newmarket Journal, 24th March, 1983
32 Parish Council Minutes, Nov 28th, 1927
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The Causeway as it was in 1968. Photo Copyright Simmons Aerofilms Ltd.
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Village College
B

efore - and since - its creation as a Village College in 1966, the Burwell school has had
several quite different phases in its 150-year life. The prime mover in its foundation,
according to Thomas (T.T.) Ball, writing on the occasion of its Jubilee in 1896, was his young
sister Sarah, daughter of local farmer and merchant, Edward Ball. “From the very conception
of the idea of a British School . . . the name of Ball has ever stood in the foremost ranks of its
friends and supporters.”33

Sarah was “amongst the most urgent advocates for a public school”, and tried to persuade her
father - “an earnest supporter of education based upon the Word of God”34 - to raise funds
for it. After a while, he gave in, and a public meeting was held in “Mr Challis’s large barn,
nicely decorated and prepared, on Wednesday May 28th, 1845.”35
At the meeting a committee was formed, chaired by Edward Ball; the other 12 members were
the Rev. David Flower of the High Town Independent chapel, Robert Casburn, S Gardiner
Jnr, W. Braithwaite, Decimus Knowlden, Henry Martin Jnr, William Danby Jnr, Henry
Mason Snr, Thomas Lucas, W. Casburn and Thomas Ball himself. It was resolved to begin
raising money immediately for the building of a schoolroom “for the education of the children
of Burwell on the principles of the British School system, and unsectarian.”36
Money was collected, a piece of land in the centre of the village, opposite the blacksmith,
effectively donated by the owner, Joseph Kent from Swaffham Prior, and by April 9th 1846
Mr Challis’s barn was again required for a “public tea” to celebrate the opening of the new
school. The first headmistress was Miss Poulton, and the cost to parents - education was not
free in Victorian times! - was 2d (1p) for the first child in the family attending, and 1d (1/2p)
for each subsequent child in the family. 160 children were on the register when classes began.
The only sad note to the proceedings was that Sarah Ball herself was not there to see her idea
come to fruition: after a long illness, she had died in October of the previous year, just as
building was about to commence. Her vital contribution to the project was commemorated
by a stone, dug from her grave and inscribed with her name, which became the foundation
stone for the schoolhouse.
Subsequent headmistresses in the first 50 years of the school’s existence were Miss Butcher
(1851 - 1852), Miss Baker (1852 - 1856), Mrs Clere (1856), Miss Geller (1856 - 1860), Mrs
Jemima Murray [later Mrs Badcock] (1860 - 1877), Miss H. Little (1877 - 1880), Miss Mary
Gibson (1880 - 1887), Miss Jefferson (1887 - 1889) and Miss Jessie Kemp, who was
headmistress from 1889 until after the time of the Jubilee in 1896. 7 other ladies were
employed in the school at this time: Mrs George Mason was Infant Class teacher, Miss C.
Parker and Miss B Balls were Assistant Mistresses, Annie Mason and Alice Morgan were Pupil
Teachers, and Annie Blackwell and Julia Murfitt were Assistants in the Infant Class.37
33 Looking Back: Being a Brief Retrospect of the Rise and Progress of the Burwell British School, Now Celebrating its Jubilee
34 Who’s Who of British Members of Parliament, Vol I, 1832 - 1885
35 Ball, op. cit.
36 Ball, op. cit.; details of names from Kelly’s Directory, 1847
37 Ball, op. cit.; details of names from Kelly’s Directory, 1875 - 1896
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After Jessie Kemp, Miss M. Fitzpatrick is listed as headmistress in Kelly’s Directory from 1900
- 1922. Florence Doe, who attended the school for 6 or 7 years from about 1898, remembers
Miss Fitzpatrick’s cane, “thick one end, thin the other - and how the thin end stung.”38
A press report written some 5 years after its foundation was able to say that the school was
“progressing as far as its most sanguine supporters can desire.”39 These were clearly difficult
times, however, as less than a year later, the same newspaper was confiding to its readers:
“We regret to find that this school is not at the present time in a flourishing condition. The
committee have a heavy balance against them, and the number of children attending the
school has fallen off . . . Burwell, we are told, has suffered severely from agricultural
depression; hence several persons have, to add a little more to their limited incomes,
established infant schools at a low charge; and as all have their friends, these new schools have
militated against the British School.”40

In 1894 the old cloakrooms were pulled down and rebuilt, and the yard was asphalted “under
the superintendence of John Bell (once a boy in the school, now developed into a very useful
all-round tradesman).”41 This work was paid for by the local firm of Colchester and Ball founded 30 years before by Thomas Ball himself and George Colchester - owners of the
fertilizer factory on the Lode, along Factory Drove. With occasional help from benefactors
such as these, the school seems to have weathered the storms, and became firmly established.

I

n 1923, there were four schools in the village: “three voluntary [Church] schools and one
Council School [the British School], each working as a separate entity.”42 One of the three
Church Schools was closed, and the other two organised as Junior [Primary] Schools for
children under 10 years of age. The British School became Burwell Senior Mixed School, and
took only pupils over the age of 10. A little after these changes, the older children from Reach
and Swaffham Prior were transferred here. 150 children attended the school in 1924, at which
“Handicrafts, domestic subjects and gardening” formed an integral part of the training.
“Great importance is attached to the teaching of English (the school produces a play once a
year), to local history and to physical training. There is a strong corporate life and there are
thriving athletic and hobby clubs. The school has its colours, with a school cap for the boys,
and a smock and cap for the girls.”43

The original buildings of
the British School,
opposite the forge.
The plaque over the door
is still preserved on the
wall at the entrance to the
Village College.
Photo: Camb. Coll.

38 Clunch, May 1981
39 Cambridge Independent Press, 15th Nov, 1851
40 Cambridge Independent Press, 5th June, 1852
41 Ball, op. cit.
42 Henry Morris, Memorandum to Cambridgeshire County Council, 1924, reproduced in Educator Extraordinary, Harry Rée
43 Memorandum to Cambridgeshire County Council, ibid.
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T

he concept of the Village College - peculiar to Cambridgeshire - originated with Henry
Morris, Chief Education Officer of Cambridgeshire from 1922 - 1954, who outlined his
visionary scheme to the County Council in a famous memorandum in 1924, advocating the
establishment of Senior Schools in large villages, with contributory Primary Schools in
surrounding areas.

In addition to this, he further recommended the grouping and co-ordinating of all the
educational and social agencies for which the County Council was then responsible - Public
Health, Agricultural Education, Physical Training for Young Persons and Adults, Further
Education and Libraries - all to be housed in this new type of school.44 In this way, all sections
of the community would have an interest in the school, and an opportunity to enjoy its
facilities. The memorandum says:
“The need of the countryside will not be met until, by a recasting of the rural elementary
school system, the villages are provided with an education, primary and secondary, which will
fit boys and girls for life (in its widest sense) as countrymen and countrywomen; until the
countryside is provided with an institution in which the wide provisions of the Education Act
of 1921 . . . can be applied to and expressed in terms of rural life and industry; until the
population of the countryside has guaranteed to it a social and recreational life based on stable
foundations.”45

Morris’s proposal was adopted by the County Council in February, 1925, and the first Village
College was opened at Sawston in 1930. In his speech at the opening ceremony, the Prince
of Wales described it as “a bold and an original attempt of the Cambridgeshire County
Council to show how the English Countryside may be given opportunities for education,
social life and recreation equal to those enjoyed by dwellers in the great cities.” R.A. Butler,
the first Minister of Education, described the idea as “a lovely and gracious experiment.”46

Morris’s reference above to the post-1923 organisation of education here - “an illustration of
what happens when the schools of an area are grouped in accordance with a plan”47 shows
that the situation in this village had made a strong impression on him: Burwell was
undoubtedly in the forefront of his mind as he conceived his unique vision for rural schools
in the 20th century.

Sawston had been open for more than 15 years when a specially convened meeting of the
Parish Council was called to “consider what action could be taken to impress the
[Cambridgeshire] Education Committee re the necessity of a Village College in Burwell.”48 A
special Parish Council sub-committee was formed, and their efforts at persuasion were eventually - successful: 20 years later in 1966 Burwell became the 12th and last of the original
group of Village Colleges.

44 The Village College Way, Maurice Dybeck
45 Rée, op. cit.
46 G.D. Edwards, The Rural Area, in The Cambridge Region, 1965
47 Rée, op. cit.
48 Parish Council Minutes, Nov 18th, 1946
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The number of children attending the school at this time had risen to 230, with 8 members
of staff employed. In 1980 it became a Middle School, taking children only under the age of
13; to continue their education, they went outside the village, to Newmarket Upper School.
Nevertheless, in 1981 there were 243 pupils and 14 staff; 367 students attended 26 Further
Education classes, 227 young people were catered for by the Youth Service, and there were 530
members of 17 Voluntary Groups.49 The premises here are used, daytimes and evenings, for
meetings, school and evening classes, clubs and societies. The Phoenix Youth Club has been
housed here since its formation in March, 1971. In the mid-1970’s it was described as:
“a very attractive youth centre which forms an integral part of the Village College community
. . . over 200 young people take part in the club activities during the week, whether it be youth
club, junior club or the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award scheme.”50

The Village College, pictured in 1968. Photo Copyright Simmons Aerofilms Ltd.

The idea of evening classes was not a new one: in the 1850’s Thomas Ball instigated a free
scheme to enable villagers to attend classes here after work. The schoolroom was:
“appropriated for a night-school for adults, and upwards of a hundred of the
poorer classes assemble nightly to receive that instruction which, from various
circumstances, they were prevented attaining in their juvenile years. Men,
with families, falling into the sear and yellow leaf, are anxious to acquire the
art of reading, urged by the laudable desire of perusing the scriptures for
themselves.”51

49 Dybeck, op. cit.
50 Clunch, Jan 1976
51 Cambridge Independent Press, 15th Nov, 1851
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A

t one time Burwell Excelsior Band, which has long been a feature of public events in the
village, was run as an evening class at the Village College.

It had enjoyed mixed fortunes during the 19th Century - described as “greatly improved both
in effect and number,”52 when playing here in the Boy’s Schoolroom in 1862 - but had been
more or less disbanded during the First World War; to the extent that, in December, 1922,
the Parish Council felt obliged to write to Victor Barton of the Band Committee, asking him
to arrange for all the Band property to be returned to the Clerk of the Council.53 In February,
1923, however, Mr Barton replied that it was “the intention of the committee to still carry on
the band,”54 and it was revived with Mr W. Norton as bandmaster, practising twice weekly in
St Andrew’s School and playing regularly at fetes and Hospital Sunday Parades. Ten days or
a week before Christmas, they used to play round the village, visiting all the farms with
lanterns, and collecting for the Blind of St Dunstan’s. En route they would stop at various
houses for hot drinks, sausage rolls and mince pies, and there was “always a laugh when
someone got the ‘dud’ with nothing in the middle.”55
In the 1930’s, Mr O. Warren, and then Mr A. Fletcher were bandmasters, and practices
moved to the clubroom of the Fox. The band continued during the Second World War, and
afterwards Len Golden became bandmaster. During this time, under the presidency of Laurie
Wallis and the baton of Mr Golden, the band flourished. Amongst prestigious prizes they
won was the Sir Thomas Cook Challenge Cup at the East Anglian Brass Band Association
Championship in Norwich.56
It was when Mr Golden retired that the Village College was used for practices, and for 15 years
the bandmaster was Guy Baker. In 1974 Dennis Gilbey took over the post.57
At present58 the Village College - Burwell’s only remaining school - is a Primary School.

Ness Road
Ness Road - named after Henry de Ness, a supporter of King William I (‘William the
Conqueror’ [1066 - 1087]) - is the main road out of Burwell to the North-east, towards
Fordham, Soham and Ely, and records of an area called ‘Ness’ go back a long way. In 1399,
for example, “the fishpond of le Nesse” is recorded as changing hands; in 1400, 8 acres of land
“lying at le Nesse” are similarly recorded.59 Some older residents may well remember when
Ness Road was “just a dirt track where one could go blackberrying.”60 It has certainly not
presented this appearance for many a year now, and scarcely any part of it has not been built
up during the 20th century.
52 Cambridge Independent Press, 11th Jan, 1862
53 Parish Council Minutes
54 Parish Council Minutes
55 Winifred Peachey, Clunch, Jan 1981
56 Newmarket Journal, 25th March, 1976
57 Clunch, May 1976
58 Jan, 1999
59 Liber Gersumarum of Ramsey Abbey, ed. Edwin B. Dewindt
60 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
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Ness Road before the building of the Primary
School. Photo: Frith Collection, Camb. Coll.

To the right, as you emerge onto Ness Road, can be seen Manchett’s Garage, and opposite
you, two modern developments, Felsham Chase, built in the mid-1990’s, and to the left, Old
School Close, from the early 1990’s. To many this latter will seem an odd choice of name,
since the ‘old school’ - on the site of which the close stands - was, for them, the ‘new school’,
a brand-new building, opened in 1961 to house primary school children from St Mary’s (in
High Town) and St Andrew’s (North Street). The headmistress was Miss Carter of St Mary’s.

Ness Road Primary School
I

attended this school for 4 years from the time it opened, and I remember the headmistress,
Miss Carter, impressing upon us the name of the school - ‘Burwell C. of E. Primary School’
- and the school motto - ‘Perseverance’ - although I do not remember precisely her explanation
of the meaning of this word, which I had not previously encountered.

Here, for the first time, primary age children from the north and south of the village were
taught together in the same school - an interesting experience in itself, since, as was observed
by Dr Charles Lucas in 1930, “the people of Down Street [North Street] were, and still are, a
little different in their manners and conversation from those in High Town . . . There was an
indescribable difference between Down Street and High Town folk.”61 This was quite evident
to me at the time, but I cannot say if subsequent years of ‘co-education’ at Ness Road in any
way altered this state of affairs.

61 The Fenman’s World
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Another writer recalls an old couplet - which, she claims, was “still current at the time of
writing”, 1969 - expressing the contrast:

High Street for pride and poverty
Low Street for muck and money62

A

lthough it is difficult to judge from a child’s perspective, I think that the school was noted
during this time for its annual carol concert, for which meticulous preparations were
made for some weeks beforehand. I was led to believe it owed something to the celebrated
concert of carols at King’s College, and I vividly recall the opening, when the choir would
enter the hall behind the young soloist chosen to perform Once in Royal David’s City.

T

he
school
opened
on
September 12th, 1961, with
216 pupils, infants and juniors. As
well as Miss Carter, from St Mary’s,
the Deputy Head was Miss Wheeler,
from St. Andrew’s. The other
teachers in the first year of the
school were Mrs. Aarseth, Miss
Treleven, Miss Poole, Miss Fuller,
Mrs Forson and Miss Fisher. The
official opening was held on
December 1st, 1961. The guest of
honour at this event was Francis
Pym, M.P., and the dedication was
made by the Bishop of Ely.

Right : Ness Road Primary School in 1968.
Photo: Copyright Simmons Aerofilms Ltd.
Below: The school in the early 1960’s,
shortly after it opened.
Photo: Frith Collection, Camb. Coll.

62 Enid Porter, The Folklore of East Anglia and
Cambridgeshire Customs and Folklore
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S

ignificant staff changes in the first few years of the school were the retirement of Miss
Wheeler, and the appointment of Mr Stops as Deputy, at the end of the Summer Term in
1962. Also appointed at this time was Madge Scarse, who later became Headmistress. In
June, 1963, Nell Abbott first came to the school. Miss Abbott, later Mrs Willitts, went on to
be Head of the Parsonage Lane Infants School.

B

y 1964, the number of pupils had increased to 248, and there was already talk of a need
for extra part-time staff and “inadequate teaching space.”63 In February, the number had
reached 280, and a new temporary classroom had to be erected; by March, 1966, the number
had topped 300, eventually rising to a peak of 360 in April, 1968, the last term before the
opening of the Infants School.

Left and below: Ness Rd
Primary School in the early
1960’s, shortly after it
opened.
Photo: Frith Collection
(Camb. Coll.)

Background: Ness Road Primary School.
Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)

63 Burwell Primary School, Head
Teacher's Log
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W

hen Miss Carter retired in December, 1965, there were no fewer than 96 applicants for
her job - including just 2 from female teachers. Mr G. Mann was appointed, and held
the job until December, 1971. Miss Scarse became Acting Head for the rest of that school
year, and was officially appointed to the position in September 1972.
The number of pupils slowly declined over the next decade, from 284 in January, 1972 to 118
in September 1982. Reorganisation of education in Burwell was now under discussion, and
it became clear that the Ness Road school, barely 20 years old, would close. Miss Scarse left
in March, 1983, and Mr H. Belham became Acting Head until the final closure. Pupils were
now to attend the Village College, which would change to being a Primary School. The last
entry in the Head Teacher’s Log on July 19th, 1985, reads:
“The school is now packed, ready for its move. Leaving presentations were made to the
Dinner Supervisors, the Kitchen Assistant and Crossing Patrol Lady, and the cleared school
closed not only for the Summer Holiday, but for good. The building is in excellent condition
and many parents have expressed their sorrow at its closing.”

Despite its reported condition, the building was demolished to make way for the housing
estate, Old School Close, which now stands on the site.

This popular postcard from the 1960’s, taken from Frith’s series of photographs of the Ness Rd Primary
School, depicts the building in a tranquil mood, bathed in sunshine - perhaps during the school
holidays!
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Burwell Schools
W

riting in 1896 about schools in the middle of the 19th century, Thomas Ball had the
following to say: “The village of Burwell 50 years ago was like most other villages in the
matter of Education - much neglected.” There were, he says, “a few Dames’ Schools in the
village, of a very primitive character. The largest and most important school was a parish boy’s
school, kept by a Mr [Michael] Bailey, at which only the very common rudiments of learning
were taught to a few boys.”64
One local school was advertised thus in the Cambridge Chronicle in 1809:
“Ladies Boarding School at Burwell.
A pleasant and healthy situation in Cambridgeshire.
Miss BALL, with gratitude, rturns her sincere thanks to her friends for the liberal support she has met
with, and respectfully informs tham that her seminary will reopen on
Monday the 17th day of July, 1809.
Terms - Board and Education in English Grammar and Needle-work £16 per annum. Entrance £1.1s
[£1.05]. Writing and Arithmetic 10s 6d [52.5p] per quarter, Washing 12s [60p] per quarter.”

After the formation of a committee in 1845, and various fund-raising efforts, a British School
was opened in April, 1846, and, in time, prospered. In contrast, Ball cites the examples of 3
similar schools opened at about the same time in nearby Newmarket, Fordham and Barton
Mills: “one by one,” he tells us, “these fell to the ground and were closed, owing to the want
of energy and support among the parishioners, while Burwell British School alone has stood
its ground.”65
In 1880, a Vestry meeting, specially convened to consider “the subject of Education and the
consequent expense attending the same,” concluded that at that time there was “ample
accommodation . . . provided at the several schools in the Parish for all the children who are
eligible for admission thereto.” As to the question of funding, it was agreed that “pecuniary
aid is needed by the managers of the schools in order to meet the necessary current
expenditure,” but that “all necessary funds for the purpose may be easily raised by voluntary
contributions if the parishioners are so inclined.” A separate subscription list was to be opened
for those who wished to make contributions to the British School, while subscribers to the
other schools were to continue with their existing arrangements.66
The British School later became a Village College, according to the blueprint laid down by
Chief Education Officer Henry Morris, the “begetter of the Community School,” who
“invented and created the Village College . . . introduced the New Architecture to school
building, and put colour and original art into classrooms.” Morris died in 1961, having seen
a number of his Village Colleges come into existence, but before the opening of Burwell in
1966.
In 1859, in the High Town part of the village, St Mary’s Church school was built in the High
Street, opposite the church; and in the following year the new Guildhall was built, to the west
of the churchyard, also to house a school. The boys were educated here, and the girls across
the road. In 1871, a school was opened at St Andrew’s church in North Street. All 3 of these
remained in use at various times for the next 90 years.

64 Looking Back: Being a Brief Retrospect of the Rise and Progress of the Burwell British School, Now Celebrating its Jubilee
65 op. cit.
66 Burwell Vestry Meeting Minutes
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By the 1930’s the High Town boys and girls attended a mixed school, held in St Mary’s. After
the outbreak of war, however, as more and more evacuees came to the village, the Guildhall
came into use again and children enjoyed Spring Close as an extended playground.67
Since then, the schools in Burwell have undergone a number of reorganisations, due in large
part to the sharp rise and fall in the number of children in the village. In 1961, St Mary’s,
with 130 pupils, and St. Andrew’s, with 98, closed, to be replaced by a single new Primary
School in Ness Road. When this became too small for the number of pupils in 1968, a
separate Infants school was built in Parsonage Lane. In 1985, both of these schools were
destined to close - a 200-name petition against the reorganisation was turned down by the
Education Secretary, Sir Keith Joseph in May, 198368 - and the Village College was to become
a Primary School, with Peter Langdon as Head. In May, 1985, when the new building at the
Village College was nearing completion, Brenda Ratcliffe - who was to be Deputy Head of the
new school - wrote that it was “light and spacious,” but “we are still getting a slow but steady
influx of new children and I fear that we may well become crowded before too long.”69

Ness Road
F

urther east along Ness Road, The Avenue leads off to the left. Built in the 1930’s, it is
shown on the 1958 Ordnance Survey map as ‘New Road’, and was frequently referred to
by this name - even by the majority of people who lived there - a habit which continued to
cause confusion for some time, as there was, of course, already a New Road in Burwell,
constructed between North Street and Silver Street in the 1890’s.70

67 Betty Ellwood, in Memories of the Second World War, Burwell History Society
68 Cambridge Evening News, 17th May, 1983
69 Burwell Infants School, Head Teacher's Log
70 Parish Council Minutes

The Avenue in the 1960’s. Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)
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An aerial view, looking south east, taken in 1968, with the Avenue in the centre and the Village
College playing field in the foreground. The Sports Centre is now situated in this field, just below
the middle of the picture. Buntings Path runs from the bottom left to the middle right, where it
meets Ness Road, which runs towards the top centre. Martins Road leads off from Bunting’s Path,
towards the middle left where it meets Hawthorn Way. Photo: Copyright Simmons Aerofilms Ltd.

O

pposite The Avenue is the Parish cemetery. The Parish Council received the go-ahead
from the Ministry of Health in January, 1920, to find a site for this amenity, but it
proved an unusually difficult task. 2 pieces of Crown land in Ness Road - which was then
almost wholly undeveloped - were selected, but objections were raised by the tenants. Two
offers of sites in Newmarket Road - one between Greenlanes and Isaacson Road - were turned
down; two requests to purchase sites - one in Ness Road and another adjoining the railway
line in Newmarket Road - were refused by the owners; and it was not until February the
following year that the Council was in a position to buy a suitable plot - the present location.
The 3 acres of Crown land cost £240; the Council agreed in April, 1921, to borrow £400 to
cover the cost. The ground was prepared, Bert Faircliffe appointed gravedigger and caretaker,
and the cemetery opened on Friday, June 15th, 1923. Arthur Thompson replaced Bert
Faircliffe at the beginning of the following year.71

Although the cemetery was open, it was not for another 5 years that the chapel was built.
Plans for the building, which was to cost £300, were accepted by the Council in September,
1928. By July, 1930, it was “complete and ready for use,”72 although a further 5 years after
this, the Council were still debating the unresolved problem of water leaking in during
storms.73

71 Parish Council Minutes
72 Parish Council Minutes
73 Parish Council Minutes, Jan 14th, 1935
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Above and facing page: views of the cemetery at the end of the 20th Century. Photos: A.Murkin
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n 1949, a modern telephone exchange was built in Ness Road, which allowed up to 600
villagers to make calls from their own homes. The 3-digit numbers were listed in the phone
book as, for example, Burwell 452. Within 20 years, however, this proved insufficient and it
was announced that in July, 1969, a new £20,000, 1000-line exchange would be built at
Pound Hill.
In the event there were numerous delays and the eventual changeover took place at 1pm on
January 29th, 1971, 24 hours later than advertised in the Press, due to a Post Office workers
strike - at that time letters and telephones were both still dealt with by the Post Office. The
exchange name ‘Burwell’ disappeared from the phone book: home numbers in the village were
now listed as 6-figure numbers - the original Burwell number prefixed by 741. Phone boxes
followed suit a couple of weeks later.74

The old telephone exchange here was sold in 1973 to a Thriplow man, who intended to live
in it. “I saw it there,” he said, “and thought it to be an ideal spot for a house. It will have to
have a lot of work done on it, of course, but it will be a fine house.”75

V

ery little other building appears on the east side of Ness Road until the map of 1978,
where we see the school, opened in 1961, Baker Drive - named after church organist
Horace Baker - Ness Court, and the houses which now line the road. In June, 1994, the Duke
of Gloucester was a visitor here, opening the ‘new-look’ Ness Court at the end of a two-year,
£1.5 million programme of rebuilding.76
74 Cambridge Evening News, 11th Oct, 1966;
15th Jan, 1971; 29th Jan, 1971; Cambridge
Independent Press, 28th Jan, 1971
75 Cambridge Evening News, 29th Oct, 1973
76 Newmarket Journal, 16th June, 1994
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eaving the village on this road - the B1102 running North East from Stow-cum-Quy to
Fordham - there are cornfields on either side: depending on the season, you might see
them freshly-ploughed, bright green with the new shoots pushing through the earth, or
golden with swaying stalks of wheat or barley. These are the traditional crops here: in 1348 1349, 128 acres of wheat are recorded, and 130 of barley, but only 10 of oats and 9 of peas.77

At one time, the high quality Burwell wheat was widely known and “especially valued as
seed.”78 It was “much sought after by the farmers of the northern counties, as it grows faster,
and comes earlier to the sickle, than that which is the produce of most other parishes.”79 In
the early 19th century, the fen poet William ‘Low Fen Bill’ Hall - born in 1748 in South
Kyme, near Heckington, Lincolnshire, and described as “the John Clare of the Fens”80 - wrote
in his Prologue to a Tour round the Levels:
“From Lynn I take my way to Brand
bearings keep to my right hand,
To Burwell where I mean to treat
Its fame for produce of seed wheat.”81

Agricultural reviews of the late 18th and early 19th centuries refer to this renowned product,
“carried early to market and [sold] higher than the current seed grain of the day,”82 and Rev.
Henry Turner (Vicar of Burwell from 1772 - 1808) writes:

“It is the white lands which produce the seed wheat which is in great request in the north, on
account of its becoming ripe much sooner than any other seed that is sown, and consequently
makes an earlier harvest in a cold climate . . . The reason why this white land wheat is so
beneficial for seed, I humbly think, is owing to the saltpetre with which the soil is
impregnated, arising from the white stone underneath it, and what has confirmed me in this
opinion, is that my house [the Rectory, now Parsonage Farm] is built with the same stone dug
out of the pits, and the walls in damp weather, are always wet with saltpetre, and produce a
great deal of moisture after frost.”83

Newspaper advertisements for farm sales during this period naturally refer to the quality of
the crops to be found here: in the Cambridge Chronicle of June 1st, 1799, one farm is
described as “well worthy of the attention of any gentleman desirous of entering upon the
farming business in that most fertile country so long famed for its superiority in the growth
of wheat; and another, on October 15th, 1803, “lays in the best parts of Burwell field, whch
is allowed to be the best Wheat Land in the Kingdom.”
Similar advertisements appear in 1805 and 1812.

77 Victoria County History, Vol. II
78 Cambridgeshire, T. McKenny Hughes and M.C. Hughes
79 Cambridgeshire, Britton and Brayley, c.1810
80 Trevor Bevis, Wide Horizons - Hard Graft for Old-time Fenmen
81 Reflections upon Times, and Times, and Times!, quoted in Fenland Notes and Queries, Vol. IV
82 Charles Vancouver, General View of the Agriculture in the County of Cambridge, 1794
83 quoted in General View of the Agriculture of the County of Cambridge, Rev. W. Gooch, 1811
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riting in 1901/1902, W. Rider Haggard says that the “famous Burwell wheat” used to
be sold for seed “fifty years ago.”84 It was the “Old Kent long-red wheat”, according
to Haggard, and a 19th century correspondent to the periodical Fenland Notes and Queries
confirms his acquaintance with a “Mr Clovers, who lived at Burwell, from whom a certain
kind of red wheat had the name “Clovers’ Red”.85 By the turn of the century, however,
Haggard tells us - and his informant is local Burwell farmer Robert Stephenson - this strain
of wheat “was lost, although it could be recovered again, if necessary.”86

Early 20th Century horse-rawn binder at work in Burwell. Photo: Camb. Coll

O

n the right, just after the last house, is the road leading to Slade Farm. Just after the
village sign, on the left, a track, Howlem Balk leads down to the end of North Street; on
the right, as Haycroft Lane, it continues into the neighbouring village of Exning. Roman
pottery fragments have been found in the field to the right of Ness Road.

84 Rural England
85 S. Egar, in Vol. IV
86 op. cit.
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ventually, early in the 20th century, the horse began to give way to the machine as the
principal form of motive power on the farm.

At first it was the traction engine that took the horse’s place. Robert Stephenson owned a
particularly interesting one, probably the last working example in the country made by the
Howard company.
Built in 1877, the engine was purchased by Stephenson at the Royal Agricultural Show in
Liverpool, and remained in use in Burwell for over 50 years. Howards evidently thought so
much of it that they bought it back in 1929 to display outside their works in Bedford.
According to Mike Dyson, in his article in the Road Locomotive Society Journal of November,
1992 (from which the information about the ‘Burwell Howard’ is drawn): “Mr Turner, the
engine’s driver, was confident that the engine could make the journey of just over 40 miles in
steam, but it did take four days!”
Dyson quotes the Daily Chronicle as reporting:
“Despite its age, difficulties of watering, etc., the engine travelled the whole
journey . . . without a mishap or involuntary stop.”
which is not bad, considering the engine’s venerable age at that time.
In the end, the engine did not remain long at Bedford: Howards closed in 1930 and the
Burwell engine was finally scrapped.

Robert Stephenson’s rare Howard traction engine. Photo: CAS (Camb.Coll.)
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o the right across these fields, some way after the sign indicating the
beginning of the village, once stood the enormous cement works, also
started by Robert Stephenson, which operated from the early 1900’s. When
Rider Haggard visited the area in 1901/1902, it was still being built:
“We drove to the cement works which Mr Stephenson was in the process
of erecting as a private venture, on a scale sufficient to put out 200 tons a
week. Here . . . had been discovered magnesian limestone and clay mixed
by nature, and admirably adapted to the manufacture of cement without
the cost of artificial mingling of these substances.”87

Haggard saw:
“buildings and machinery in course of construction in which the raw
material would be dried, ground, mixed, made into bricks, and finally
burnt with coke in the kilns.”88

When the factory started up, there was apparently a lot of work available
there: Stephenson employed “about 40 men on each of two shifts of 12 hours
a day and in 1919, this changed to three 8 hour shifts.”89 As well as the
workers at the factory, everyone in the North Street part of the village “had
their horse and cart, and we had a factory here from Robert Stephenson on
the Ness Rd [and] they used to go down and take cement out to different
people.”90
The works was situated between Breach Farm and the Cambridge Mildenhall railway line, to which it was joined via a siding, about mid-way
between Burwell and Fordham. A plan of ‘Stephenson’s Siding’ from 1920
shows ‘Clay Pits’, ‘Kilns’ and a ‘Brick Works’, as well as extensive buildings
and an inclined tramway, by which means clay was transported into the
factory from the diggings.91
87 op. cit.
88 op. cit.
89 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
90 Ernie Palmer, Radio Cambridgeshire, April 1992
91 Paye, The Mildenhall Branch

Nothing now remains of the cement factory buildings, except the concrete floor on
which it stood. This brick-built agricultural building (below), however, stands in
approximately the position of the engine shed indicated on the diagram to the left,
raising the possibility that this is the only surviving structure from this substantial
site. Photo: A. Murkin

302

Photo: Camb. Coll.
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Haggard’s description of the cement works concludes:
“Notwithstanding the great competition that he will have to face, Mr Stephenson was
convinced that owing to the special advantages under which he worked upon this property,
he would be able to carry on the manufacture at a profit. I trust, and indeed believe, that this
will prove to be the case, although I heard that some other cement works in the
neighbourhood had not been very successful.”92

Indeed, for some years the factory was profitable, but was forced to close “during the 1926 27 slump period.”93 Very little remains now to show that the extensive works were here: the
80ft [24m] deep pit soon filled with water, and became a small lake, still on private property.
Although the tramway incline can be seen, leading down into the water, the edge of the pit now the shore of the lake - is very overgrown, and agricultural machinery is stored on the site
of the works itself.

92 op. cit.
93 Richardson, op. cit.
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Facing page: Looking
south-east towards the
site of the former cement
factory from the
direction of Ness Road.
Left: site of the inclined
tramway which ran
between the pit and the
factory.
Below: looking northeast across the now
submerged pit from
which the clay was dug.
Photos: A.Murkin
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Photo: Cambridge University
Collection of Air Photographs.
Copyright Reserved.
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ccoring to one Clunch contributor, “During the war years” - the First World War,
presumably - there were “Bolshevik POW’s . . . hundreds of ‘em in huts” along this road.
The brickfields were “crammed” with them, and they “knew they’d be shot if they went back.”
Some killed themselves, and were “buried at Exning with full traditional Russian burial.”94

Ness Toll
A

bout halfway between Fordham and Burwell, on the border of the two parishes, you turn
a fairly sharp corner - not quite as sharp as it was before road improvements in the 1960’s
and 70’s - which was where a Toll Gate stood. At the time of its closure in 1905, it was although one more existed in the Isle of Ely - the last toll gate in Cambridgeshire.
The creation of the toll came about rather by accident. The enclosures of Fordham in 1809
and Burwell in 1814 created a public road - Ness Road - between the two villages, but at the
mid-point the route crossed a section of private land owned by Sir Vincent Cotten. Curiously,
a map prepared some years later in 1832 when this estate was sold, did not show any road
crossing the private land at all: only two rivers. The road through the toll gate which finally
linked the two villages was, presumably, constructed by the new owner, and followed the line
of one of these rivers. It is not clear how the journey from Burwell to Fordham was made in
the years between the creation of Ness Road and the work on the private land, which, apart
from erecting the toll gate, involved filling in one of the rivers and bridging the other travellers either went via Exning, or trespassed on the private land and waded through two
streams.95
Nevertheless, the toll is assumed to have come into existence at some time in the mid-19th
Century. An agreement was made with the ratepayers of Burwell and Fordham and the owner
of the private land, that if the local people kept the road in good order they would be able to
go through the toll gate at the charge of 1d [0.4p] only: the owner of the toll was entitled to
charge other people anything he liked.

94 Wally Ware, Clunch, May 1980
95 Cambridge Independent Press, 8th December, 1905
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In 1877, the private estate was sold to the Crown - which already owned the neighbouring
farms - and negotiations began to have the toll removed. This was to be achieved by a
payment to the Crown of the sum of £600. Although the District Council and County
Council agreed to pay £250 each, the remaining £100 had to be found by public donation,
and the Chairman of Newmarket Rural District Council, William Ambrose, undertook to
organise this. A promise to make up the balance, if insufficient contributions were received,
was given by Newmarket M.P., Charles (later Sir Charles) Rose.96 Racehorse owner and
Jockey Club member, Charles Rose - born August 23rd 1847 - was Liberal M.P. for the
Newmarket Division of Cambridgeshire from January 1903 to January 1910 and December
1910 until his death on April 20, 1913.97
In the event, the £100 was successfully raised, and a ceremony held on December 1st, 1905,
to mark the removal of the toll gate. According to a contemporary press report, “large
numbers of people made their way through the muddy fen roads” in order to attend. As well
as William Ambrose and Charles Rose, several District Councillors were present, along with
Rev. Millard, vicar of Burwell, and Robert Stephenson, who gave a speech outlining the
history of the toll, and thanking Mr Ambrose for his efforts in causing it to be removed.
Photographers as well as reporters were present, and the newspaper account records that:
“the first photograph taken was one of Mr Ambrose paying the last toll to the gatekeeper in
the form of a brand new sixpence. A second sixpence was handed to Mr Stephenson’s little
boy to be kept as a memento of the occasion . . . Mr Ambrose, assisted by several burly
labourers, lifted the gate off its hinges, and again the services of the photographer were
requisitioned. A snapshot was taken of the gate in mid-air. When it was removed, the
supports of the gate were undermined, and another photograph was taken of the District
Councillors . . . gathered around the dismantled fence and gate posts. Next, a desire to have
a portrait of Mr Rose in connection with the event, and accordingly his motor was moved into
the centre of the road and a photograph taken.”98

Facing page: Ness Toll from the Burwell side.
Above: Ness Toll from the Fordham side.
Both pictures taken before its closure in December,
1905. Photos: CAS (Camb. Coll.)

96 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
97 Who’s Who of British Members of Parliament, Vol II, 1885 - 1918
98 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
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he original line of the road has since been altered, to accommodate the speed of modern
traffic, but a small stone on the grass verge records the existence of the toll:
OPPOSITE THIS STONE
STOOD
BURWELL NESS
TOLL GATE
WHICH WAS REMOVED
DEC 1ST 1905
THIS BLOCK
WAS ERECTED BY
C.D. ROSE Esq. M.P.

Right: The commemorative
stone, marking the spot where
the Toll gate stood. Due to
changes in the road layout, the
stone has been moved - the
original location of the gate
was close to the houses in the
background of the picture.
Photo: A. Murkin

A

s the sign at the entrance to the village confirms, Burwell is twinned with the French
village of Lizy-sur-Ourcq (in fact, a group of 3 villages, also including Mary-sur-Ourcq
and Ocquerre), 60km [40miles] from Paris, and a little smaller than Burwell, with about
3,500 inhabitants.99

99 http://www.tourisme.fr/

Facing Page: Contemporary poster, announcing the closure of the Toll.

312

T

he Burwell Village Twinning Association was formed in 1994, with a view to finding a
partner, and 2 years later on February 17th, 1996, a 15-strong delegation from Lizy
joined in the signing of the official twinning document at a formal ceremony in the Village
College. John Bowyer, head of the Twinning Association - which boasted over 100 members
- and Hazel Williams, head of the Parish Council, presented the French visitors with bouquets
and local pantiles engraved with both village names. Both national anthems were played by
the Burwell Players orchestra, and the Phoenix Singers gave a recital with a French theme. A
return ceremony in France took place later in May.100

Map 17: the location of Lizy-sur-Ourcq

A

s is to be expected, Burwell and Lizy have a number of things in common: a rural
location, with a history as a centre of agriculture, industry and commerce - in relation
particularly to milling; a fine church - in Lizy's case dedicated to St. Médard: noted for its late
Gothic vaulting and the quality of the stone from which it is constructed, the church, which
stands on the site of an earlier 12th Century building, dates from the 16th Century and was
restored betwen 1980 and 1988; a strong connection with the water - the Ourcq canal, on
which tourists now take cruises, but which in the past drew goods of all kinds to Lizy from
the surrounding area for onward transport - and boat-building: a local craft celebrated in a
rare painting on display there. [Information from www.lizy-sur-ourcq.com]

100 Cambridge Evening News, 1st Feb, 1996, 20th Feb, 1996
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Toyse Lane
O

n the left, just before the village ends, is Toyse Lane, named after the Toyse family, whose
name is recorded in the records of local landowners Ramsey Abbey. In 1399, ownership
of “the fishpond of la Nesse” is listed as passing to “William Taillor, alias Poket, and John
Toys.”101 In 1410, a licence to marry Nicholas Toys is granted to Margaret Plumbe, at a cost
of 40d [17p].102
Toyse Close is on the right, a few metres after the junction with Ness Road.

The 1902 Ordnance Survey map shows not one, but two windmills off this road: one, the
Busy Bee (also marked on the 1886 map) to the right, close to the junction with Ness Road;
another to the left, in the area of the present Hawthorn Way. On the 1926 map, a chalk pit
and kiln - possibly for lime-burning - are also shown by this mill. After the Second World
War, Hawthorn Way - then known as The Crescent - replaced the chalk pit, leading towards
Martin Road, off Bunting’s Path. Behind the Hawthorn Way houses, the 1st Burwell Scout
Troop were able to lease some land at this time - at a nominal rent - from the Rural District
Council and construct their headquarters. It was opened on 9th June, 1973, the 50th
anniversary of the troop’s registration.103 In February, 1989, the Venture Scouts erected their
new headquarters next door, having acquired a suitable portable building at a good price.104
By the time of the 1978 O.S. map, Hawthorn Way has been finished, and is linked to Martin
Road by Westhorpe and Carter Road.
101 Liber Gersumarum of Ramsey Abbey, ed. Edwin B. Dewindt
102 Dewindt, op. cit
103 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, May 1982
104 Newmarket Journal, 9th Feb, 1989

The Busy Bee Mill, in the early years of the 20th Century. Photo: Gillson, Camb. Coll.
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quarry, marked on the 1926 map as a Lime Works, is further down Toyse Lane, on the
left-hand side. On the 1958 map it is shown as built on, the site being occupied by No.
30, ‘Hillside’, formerly a dentist’s surgery. The dentist was Robert Wilson Howard, who
practised here from 1926 - 1947.105 Kelly’s Directory lists Howard Wilson & Co, chemists and
druggists here, in 1916 and 1922, and E.B. & R.W. Wilson in editions from 1929 - 1937.
Eileen Mason recalls a childhood visit to this dentist in the years before the Second World
War:
“There was a dentist in the village, a Mr Howard, so I went up there. Great big tall man,
frightened to death I was. He looked in my mouth. ‘That’ll have to come out.’ Gave me an
injection and pulled it out.”106

From 1933 Mr Howard was also the owner of “Toyse Kennels of Cocker Spaniels, dog
breeders and proprietors of the ‘Perfected Dog Mixture’”.107; and after he retired he also
became known for his prize-winning goats.108
Mrs Wilson ran the ‘Welcome Mission’ in 2 converted ‘Games’ bungalows at the top of the
lane - so-called because they were owned by Mr W.H. Game. Writer and columnist Jack
Trevor Story, who died in 1991, spent some years of his childhood in Burwell, in the late
1920’s, living at one time in one of the Games bungalows. He described them as:
“an estate of eccentric bungalows known as ‘Game’s Town’ . . . Some were little checkboard
matchboxes, some were concrete pillboxes, circular with a tessellated fortress top in rough cast
breeze block. We were mostly single-parent families. Nobody went to bed at 10.30 p.m.”109

After a moonlight departure from their previous home in Meldreth, Jack, his brothers and
sisters, mother Rhoda and step-father Monty arrived to take up accommodation here in “an
extraordinary circular concrete bungalow with as yet no roof.”110. It was raining heavily when
they arrived, “in a small primitive motor vehicle of some kind,” children “tied with ropes to
the sofa,” and “making a terrific commotion.” Neighbours took pity on them and offered
them temporary shelter in a single room in another bungalow, until a roof could be put on
their own home. In the meantime, “most of their furniture had to remain outdoors, lined up
down the garden path, and was almost ruined.”111
After the round house, they moved to a ‘draughtboard’ bungalow, so called because the
asbestos sheeting on the outside was decorated with a check pattern. Later, the family moved
to the centre of the village when Rhoda Story opened a tea shop, which had accommodation
attached.
105 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A
Stroll Through History
106 My Story
107 Kelly’s Directory, 1933, 1937

The Busy Bee Mill and some of the ‘Game’s Town’ houses.
Photo: R.H.Mallinson, from Country Life, Feb. 1927 (Camb. Coll.)

108 Richardson, op. cit.
109 Jack on the Box
110 Romantic Egotist, Brian Darwent
111 Darwent, op. cit.
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J

ack, although he spent only a few years here - perhaps as few as three - always regarded
Burwell as his “special boyhood place”112, and came back a number of times in later life including making part of a TV series, Jack on the Box here in 1979. The Burwell segment, a
programme on the theme of ‘Patriotism’, took the form of a traditional W.I. [Women’s
Institute] meeting, starting with the singing of the hymn ‘Jerusalem’ and ending with a poetry
competition, judged by Jack himself. The meeting took place at the Burwell Phoenix W.I.
branch, but Burwell W.I. branch and members of the public also took part.113
“All the women in my life,” he said, “I have taken back to that village, trying to populate my
inner landscape with the people I love.”114 He used experiences of his life in the village in
fictionalised short stories such as The Rapings of Dolly Foster and Cider with Kingy, both of
which use Burwell people and locations.
No. 15, on the right, is the Manse [minister’s house] of the Baptist chapel.
Local resident Winifred Peachey, who lived at Slade Farm, off Ness Road, remembers, as a
child, travelling home up Toyse Lane one cold Christmas about 1914:
“About 10 p.m. a great blizzard with snow blew up. My grandmother put three bricks
(Burwell, I guess) in her oven to get hot . . . they were wrapped in old pieces of blanket, and
my brother and I were each given one to hug, and we were put in a tumble cart under a
tarpaulin like pigs going to market . . . when we got home we tried to see who could get to
bed first while their brick was still warm.”115

Silver Street
T

urning left, close to the bottom of Toyse Lane, you enter Silver Street. This part of the
road is marked ‘Back Lane’ on the 1958 Ordnance Survey map.

Just after the junction with Toyse Lane, you pass, on the right, the back of the 19th century
Baptist Chapel. The schoolroom, which faces you, is a later addition to the original building.
After this is the rear of Burwell House, formerly a private house, now a residential education
centre. A little further, on the right, is New Road, linking Silver Street with North Street,
which runs more or less parallel here. The road was constructed in the late 19th Century by
the owner of Burwell House when he wanted to close a right of way through his grounds.
Just after New Road, on the right, is the site of ‘Beat City’, an important meeting place for
young people in 1960’s when dances were held.
On the left, Buntings Path leads up to Ness Road.
112 Darwent, op. cit.
113 Cambridge Evening News, 20th March, 1979
114 Jack on the Box
115 Clunch, Jan 1981
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Buntings Path
T

he name of the road probably comes from the family of Thomas Bunting, recorded in
1279. The road is referred to at various times in mediaeval records: in 1399 Richard
Spencer is recorded in the records of Ramsey Abbey as receiving land in “Estfeld [East Field]
at Buntynges Path.”116, and in 1460 the name appears as ‘Buntyngespath’ in the records of
Pembroke college.
As you walk up towards Ness Road, you pass the Village College on the right. The Sports
Centre stands next to the road. Conceived in 1980, the Community Sports Association was
formed to raise money for its construction.
From the date of the Association’s first AGM on June 25th, 1980, the project
was dogged by controversy: despite the offer of a £12,000 grant from the
Sports Council, the amount of money they had to find seemed astronomical,
and fund-raising began.117.
In 1981, a plan for a simpler structure was approved by the Association; by
1984, they were able to report that about £121,000 had been paid out - with
no loans! - and over the weekend of the 30th - 31st March, 1985, the Centre
opened its doors to the public for the first time.118 The first full-time paid
manager was appointed in 1989.

116 Liber Gersumarum of Ramsey Abbey
117 Clunch, Nov 1980
118 Clunch, July 1984; March 1985
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O

n the left hand side, Martin Road forms the entrance to a large estate built in the 1960’s.
On the 1958 Ordnance Survey map, only Martin Road, this end, and the beginning of
Hawthorn Way, leading off Toyse Lane at the other end, have been completed: by the time of
the 1978 map, Westhorpe and Carter Road join the two.

R

eturning to Silver Street and continuing to the left, you arrive back at the junction with
the Causeway and Newnham Lane.

Map 18: Newnham
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Map 19: the area covered by Part 8 of the Tour
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8
Causeway
J

ust past the junction with Newnham Lane, No. 105, now Fenway Television Services, was
earlier in the 1920’s and 30’s a draper’s shop, run by two sisters from Exning, Misses C.
(Connie) and E. Dalzell.1
The well-known local firm of Hardiments, is situated to the left here.
No. 107, also on the left, is a thatched, timber-framed house, parts of which date back to the
17th century. A semi-octagonal addition of the 18th century may have been part of the White
Hart inn, which stood here until 1827. When advertised for sale in 1990, it was said to have
been “in one family’s ownership for many years”. The leaded windows, a feature of the
property, were described as having been made by a member of the then owner’s family, and
some valuable sections of hand-painted glass work were “probably recovered from important
buildings in the area.”2 A long, low building which forms part of this property was once used
as a club room, and, before the bank was built at the top of Parsonage Lane, was used once or
twice a week by Barclays.
The lines of trees along the Causeway continued as far as the junction with Hythe (“Hee”)
Lane “where the trees were planted in the form of a cross.”3

1 Dorothy Grainger, Clunch, July 1983; Kelly's Directory, 1929, 1933, 1937
2 Pocock & Shaw, Sales Particulars, July 7, 1990
3 Dr Charles Lucas, The Fenman’s World
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A

newspaper column informs us that “causey” is a shortened form of the word “causeway”,
and “according to a local etymologist . . . is a very old, and now almost obsolete word. It
may often be heard in the Fenlands, however, where it has several meanings.” Examples given
are: “causey-clothes”, which are “Sunday, holiday, or best clothes.” To be “causey-faced” is to
be “brazen, cheeky, precocious, etc.; to have no shame, and never to blush or redden.”
“Causey-tales” are “rumours, or tales heard in the street - possibly lies.” A final expression said to be “more common today in Scotland than elsewhere” - is “to take the crown of the
causey”, to “appear proud, to swagger, and swank.”4

Newnham Lane
O

n the right here is a small early 19th century brick building, shown on the 1886
Ordnance Survey map as the village lock-up. Most local villages had one of these, where
law-breakers were held before being taken to court. Local resident Harold Fuller - at the grand
age of 100 - remembered, as a boy, being asked by one of its temporary inmates to steal apples
for him, as he wasn’t allowed food or drink. The apples were rolled to him under the door.5

By the time of the 1902 Ordnance Survey map, it had become known as the ‘Fire Engine
House’: when it was no longer needed for its original purpose, it was converted to this use.
Originally, it contained two cells, entered by separate doors, over each of which was a shallow
grille of closely-spaced diamond mullions. Double doors facing the lane replaced these during
the conversion, and they were bricked up.6
At the end of the lane to the right is the area of Newnham.
4 Press & News, May 3rd, 1939
5 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, Nov 1981
6 Curiosities of Rural Cambridgeshire, Peter Jeevar

The former lockup and fire-engine
house.
Photo: A.Murkin
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Newnham
N

ewnham, first recorded in 1446, but probably somewhat older, consists of 3 parallel
lanes running between Low Road and Newnham Lane. These are: Casburn Lane,
Pantile Lane (marked as ‘Fuller’s Lane’ on the 1902 Ordnance Survey map) and Laburnum
Lane. A narrow path runs between and parallel to Pantile Lane and Laburnum Lane. At the
end of Newnham Lane, Hythe Lane runs from the junction of the Causeway and North Street
down to the river and the site of the former hythe, [quayside or wharf ]. This grid-like
arrangements of lanes “appears to be the result of deliberate planning.”7

Dr Charles Lucas describes Newnham in 1930 as “a cluster of about sixty or seventy cottages
built of wattle and daub and thatched with sedge, closely huddled together, and approached
by three narrow lanes. The people who occupied these cottages were mostly workers in the
Fen, and, as their employment lasted only seven or eight months in the year, during the winter
months they were grievously poverty-stricken. Up to the year 1858 the whole settlement
reeked with typhus and ague [malarial fever], or, as the natives called it ‘typhus and ager’.”8
In the book, he relates a story, with character sketches, concerning the Casburn family in the
early 19th century. The tale concerns a wealthy stockbroker who left a million pounds in his
will, “to be divided between his second cousins, Casburn by name, living in Burwell and the
district. Some made good use of the windfall, others squandered it.” The cousins referred to
were:
“Robert Casburn, nicknamed ‘Fenner Bob’ . . . a dealer in fen merchandise - turf sedge, litter
and reed . . . Jonathan Casburn, alias ‘Old Desperate’ . . . William Casburn, otherwise
‘Cacker Casburn’, . . . chief clerk to a merchant in the village.”

From another local family, he describes:
“One George Peachey, known as ‘Jingling George’ from his soliloquizing on all occasions . . .
Another George Peachey went by the name of ‘Swallow Pudding’ because he was very fond of
the pleasures of the table, and he once said that if he was buried in a ton of pudding he could
eat his way out of it .”9

This tradition of nicknaming continued on into the 20th century - Burwell people, it seems,
just love to give each other nicknames. A long-time resident, speaking on BBC Radio
Cambridgeshire, explained:
“Everybody, especially the men, were known by their nicknames, and some really stir the
imagination. In our village we had a ‘Sharkey’ Davey and a ‘Fiddler’ Hardy and a ‘Payday’
Fuller - I think he must have only went to work on pay-day. My family . . . we had ‘Bluey’,
‘Boxer’, ‘Runner’, and my dad’s name was ‘Happy’.”10

7 Scott Kenney, Roman and Later Trackways
8 op. cit.
9 op. cit.
10 Paul Hawes, Off The Beaten Track, with Lester Millbank and Mike Petty, April, 1992
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17th & 18th Century Burwell

P

olitical events in England during the 17th century were dominated by the rise to power
of a local Huntingdon man, Oliver Cromwell and a Civil War which pitted Cromwell’s
Parliamentarians (the ‘Roundheads’) against the Royalists (the ‘Cavaliers’). The war
culminated in the execution of the King, Charles I, in January, 1649, and for the first and
only time in its history, England became a Republic.
In 1649 “the largest royal property in the county” was Burwell and Ramsey’s Manor, which
contained “560 acres and rented for £77 per annum.” The lessee before the Civil War was
Justinian Povey, the Auditor General to Charles I’s wife, Queen Henrietta Maria. His lease of
60 years was dated 1639.11 In order to raise money, these lands were sold after the King’s
execution.
Tiptoft’s manor had passed by descent in the latter part of the 16th century to Sir Thomas
Lovell; in 1632 it was held by the family of Marshe. The manor of Dullingham’s was held in
1632 by the Cromwells, and St Omer’s manor by the Goodwins (or Godwins12).

T

he Church, too, was greatly affected by events of this time. As well as a dispute over the
authority of the King and the authority of Parliament, there was disagreement over the
form of religion that should be practised in the country. The victorious Parliamentarians were
vehemently anti-Catholic, and took steps to ensure that all churchmen shared their views.
Firstly, a ‘Directory’ was produced to replace the Prayer Book as the only form of worship
allowed in church; secondly, all clergymen were required to sign the ‘Solemn League and
Covenant’, binding them to “total rejection of the Pope and all Roman Catholic doctrines.”13

The majority of vicars signed, probably because they did not want to lose their jobs, or
because they felt they would be able to do their work satisfactorily, whether they used the
Directory or the Prayer Book. Many vicars, though, were dismissed at this time for failing to
sign the Covenant, or being otherwise unsuitable for the position: the accusation of
supporting the King and opposing Parliament was often enough, but sometimes there is
reference to personal behaviour - drunkenness and swearing are mentioned. William Brearley,
vicar of Burwell, was ejected for “innovation”, although the rector Robert Metcalfe, who
appears on the list of Vicars in St Mary’s church, stayed on until 1650.14 Another account
cites Metcalfe’s successor, Rev. John Cole - being “very unwilling to hamper himself by signing
papers”15 - as another victim, in 1655.16
This distaste for all things Catholic, however, further extended to the appearance and
decoration of the churches themselves. Parliament had issued orders that “all altars of stone
were to be demolished, communion tables moved from the east end, rails taken away, and that
any ground that had been raised within 20 years for any altar or communion table be levelled;
all tapers, candlesticks, basins removed; crucifixes, crosses, images, pictures of one or more
persons of the Trinity or Virgin Mary destroyed; as well as other images or pictures of saints,
or any superstitious inscription.”17
11 A Mid-Seventeenth Century View of Newmarket Court House, Daniel W. Hollis, CAS 67
12 W. O’Farrell Hughes, Burwell and its Castle, in Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire Archaeological Society, Proceedings, Vol 3
13 Christianity in Southern Fenland, R.F. McNeile
14 East Anglia and the Great Civil War, A. Kingston
15 Calamy Revised, A.G. Matthews
16 McNeile, op. cit.
17 McNeile, op. cit.
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n pursuit of this end, Burwell, together with most villages and towns in the county, were
visited by “one who calls himself John Dowsing, who by virtue of a pretended commission
goes about the country like a Bedlam, breaking glass windows.”18 Dowsing - “a man of little
discrimination or even knowledge, but a fanatical iconoclast”19 - set out on a quest of
wholesale vandalism, entering churches and destroying such examples of ‘superstitious’ art as
he found. These included crucifixes, pictures, glass windows, inscriptions asking for prayers
for the souls of the departed, and also rails and altar steps.
On January 3rd, 1643, his diary records, Dowsing - whose name was actually William arrived in Burwell with his henchmen and “brake down a great many Superstitious
pictures.”20 But perhaps Burwell escaped lightly, as 18th century antiquary, William Cole,
comments “I am surprized that William Dowsing pass’d by this Church with so little notice
considering ye number of Angels and Cherubims in it, against whom he had a particular
grudge.”21
The “disorder of the Commonwealth period” is described by former vicar, Rev. A.G. Walpole
Sayer as evident from the Parish Registers:
“The first volume begins in 1562, and the orderly sequence of entries goes on; of baptisms till
May 15th, 1636; of burials till April 6th, 1639; and of marriages till November 23rd, 1640;
and this was the last marriage entered, though there is room for more.
“In 1639, the orderly entry recommences in the second volume on the fourth page. In the
intervening years, one baptism, of 1642, is entered in the first volume on an erased entry of
1634 - there is an odd baptism in an illiterate hand in 1647 entered on the first page, and
seven odd baptisms in no order.
“On the top of the first page is the announcement: ‘Bee it remembered that this 18th day of
May in the year of our Lord God 1654 William Porter of the Parish of Burwell in the County
of Cambridge being chosen Parish Register by the inhabitants is sworn and approved for the
said office by me, Fran. Russell.’
“And there is a similar announcement relating to the appointment of William Wilkins on
December 10th, 1657. The conclusion is that (1) no book was got till 1647, the date of the
odd baptism; (2) the Clerk had died or been dispossessed; and when (3) the new book was
procured, there was no responsible person to make entries till 1654.”22

T

he Fens are described in various books from the 17th century: in William Camden’s
Britannia, for example, first published in 1586 [in Latin, translated into English in 1610
and revised in 1637], the Fens are described as “pleasant in summer, abounding in grass (called
Lid [litter]) but covered by water in winter so that it resembles the sea.”23 There was a ‘great
plenty’ of turf and sedge for fuel, of reeds for thatching, and of alders and willows for
strengthening the river banks.”24 In 1698, Celia Fiennes looked across the Fens from Ely
Cathedral, and recorded:
“when I was upon the Tower I could see Cambridg and a great prospect of the country which
by reason of the great rains just before laid under water, all the fenny grounds being overflow’d
which I could see for a huge tract of ground being all on a flatt.”25

18 Querela Cantabridgiensis, quoted in McNeile, op. cit.
19 McNeile, op. cit.
20 The History Teachers’ Miscellany, Vol IV
21 British Museum MS, extracted by W.H. Hart
22 A Lecture on Burwell Church
23 quoted in The Changing Fenland, H.C. Darby
24 Darby, op. cit.
25 The Illustrated Journeys of Celia Fiennes, ed. Christopher Morris
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T

he 17th century saw the commencement of the drainage of the fens, including the
construction of Burwell Lode. The development of water-borne trade led to the
expansion of the North Street area, and a number of houses from this period can be seen,
together with the remains of the wharves associated with them.

Many of the skilled drainage workers who accompanied the Dutch engineer Vermuyden to
England were French Protestants known as Huguenots, who had fled to England, Holland
and other places at the height of the 16th and 17th century Catholic/Protestant animosity
referred to above; many of them remained and became absorbed into the surrounding
population, and it is said that “even today their names are to be found in every village and
hamlet throughout the Fen country, though often Anglicized and corrupted beyond
recognition.”26 The name Le Pla, associated with Burwell, is from one of these French
Huguenot families.

D

espite the drainage attempts, however, little seemed to have changed as, in about 1722,
Daniel Defoe looked in the direction of Burwell from the Gog Magog Hills near
Cambridge, and wrote:
“As we descended westward we saw the fenn country on our right, almost all cover’d with
water like a sea, the Michaelmas rains having been very great that year, they had sent down
great floods of water from the upland countries. . . so I observ’d too, that they generally at this
latter part of the year appear also cover’d with foggs, so that when the Downs and higher
grounds of the adjacent country were gilded by the beams of the sun, the Isle of Ely look’d as
if wrapp’d up in blankets, and nothing to be seen, but now and then, the lanthorn or cupola
of Ely Minster. One could hardly see this from the hills and not pity the many thousands of
families that were bound to or confin’d in those foggs, and had no other breath to draw than
what must be mix’d with those vapours, and that steam which so universally overspread the
country: But notwithstanding this, the people, especially those that are used to it, live
unconcern’d, and as healthy as other folks, except now and then an ague [malarial fever] which
they made light of, and there are great numbers of very antient people among them.”27

(It must be added that “not everyone made ‘light of ’ the fen ague in this way.”28)

A

s for the lives of villagers in the 18th century: “Just over two hundred years ago England
was still mainly a land of countrymen leading country lives.”29 The village represented:
“the world that many, perhaps most, of our ancestors knew well. For the poor, who in those
days hardly ever travelled more than a few miles from home, it was their only world . . . There
were no newspapers for the masses, and the Sunday sermon in the parish church was the
nearest thing the villager knew to all we get from radio or television . . . It was, of course, an
age of class distinction, when everybody in the village ‘knew his (or her) place’ - or was
constantly reminded of it.”30

26 McNeile, op. cit.
27 Tour of England and Wales
28 The Changing Fenland, H.C. Darby
29 Modern Britain, T.K. Derry and T.L. Jarman
30 T.K. Derry and T.L. Jarman, op. cit.

Facing page: the Leys early in the
20th Century.
Photo: Gillson (Camb. Coll.)
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C

hurchgoing, on the other hand, seems not to have been a favourite occupation of Burwell
villagers at this time, if the comments of the Rev. Alexander Edmundson, Vicar of St.
Mary’s from 1725 - 1733, are anything to go by:
“This being the first year of my being here, and ev’rything almost being in great disorder, I began
to rectifie what I found amiss . . . first, I found few desirous of coming to church: and, therefore,
I read the King’s proclamation about keeping Sunday holy; which prevailed with some to come
oftener to church. Then I observed that when Church was over, nay, even in church-time, they
made no scruple of keeping their shops open and selling their goods on Sundays: and some even
had so little sense of religion, that when I reproved ‘em for not appearing at Church, they would
answer, by way of excuse, that their customers came to buy things of ‘em and so prevented ‘em.
This, therefore, I put down immediately, and also all barbers, etc., who were used heretofore to
shave their customers on Sunday, pretending that they neither had leisure themselves to shave,
nor had their customers leisure to be shaved on any other day.”31

His absent flock, however, was not the least of his problems:
“These two bad customs being pretty well broken,” he continues, “I began to enquire into the
Church Endowments, and the charity money that had been left to the use of the poor. But these
I found miserably misapplied, and many of ‘em either embezzll’d to private purses or lost.
However, I got some light into these matters from the Inhabitants, and some from the writings
which then remain’d in the vestry: and then I lost no opportunity to recover what had been
misapplied, and to settle it according to the Will of the Donor.”32

The Leys
Turning left at the corner of Newnham Lane, you follow the Leys path to the south.
This path is a very old track: the name Leys, meaning ‘meadows’, which refers
to the whole area between Low Road and the Causeway - now more or less
completely built on - was first recorded in 1351, but it is certainly much older.
“It would not be fanciful to suggest that the track has its origins in Roman times,
when a substantial building stood on the castle site [adjacent to the church, excavated by T.C.
Lethbridge, 1936], and running towards an as yet unidentified second settlement at
Newnham or beyond.”33

31 Extracts from Notes made by Alexander Edmundson, Vicar of
Burwell, 1725 - 1733, quoted in Fenland Notes & Queries,
contributed by Rev Neville Borton, Vicar of Burwell [1885 - 1921]
32 Fenland Notes & Queries, ibid.
33 Scott Kenney, Roman and Later Trackways and Boundaries
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n the right, to the rear of 95 - 97 Low Road, archaeological excavations were carried out
in May and August 1995, under the direction of Scott Kenney. These excavations,
beginning about 10m west of the path (towards Low Road), uncovered the remains of a
number of trenches running north to south, parallel with the Leys - probably “palisade
trenches” [i.e. fence foundations]: the fact there are a number of these was interpreted as the
rebuilding of the same boundary on different occasions over a long period of time. A wider
trench, also running north - south, was discovered, possibly a drainage or boundary ditch, or
a ‘holloway’ - a sunken trackway between settlements.34

Some pits were uncovered, but very little in the way of animal bones, pottery or domestic
rubbish was discovered: the further west (away from the Leys, and towards Low Road) the
team dug, the less was unearthed, leading Kenney to conclude that this area was not itself the
site of a settlement, but was on the edge of one which lay immediately to the east - in other
words, between the Leys path and the Causeway.
Of the fragments of pottery which were uncovered, there were some Iron Age pieces, but most
of them were Roman, leading to the very tentative dating of the site to the late Roman period.
The way the Holloway crosses and covers some of the pits means that this may well be from
a later time. Even if the site was not a settlement, however, the existence of palisades suggests:
“large scale construction for some other purpose, possibly stockholding, defensive, or even
ritual. The density of features, and apparent longevity of use and replacement suggests that a
large amount of effort was expended, which argues for the importance of the site.”35

O

n the left is the large Ash Grove “development for the active retired,” built in 1989.36
Parsonage Close Infants’ School was once situated on this site.

The number of children, infants and juniors, at the Ness Road Primary School had risen
throughout the 1960’s, to the extent that it eventually became impossible to house them in
the one building. Accordingly, a separate Infants school was opened here in Parsonage Close
in September, 1968. There were 163 children in that term - 104 from Ness Road. This was,
in fact, more or less the largest number of children to attend the school at any one time during
all the years it was open. The head teacher was Nell Willitts, from the Ness Road school, and
the secretary was Mrs Marion Murkin. In December, 1970, Mrs Cameron took over the
secretary’s job, and remained at the school until it closed.37
A peak in children attending the school was achieved in January 1973, with 168, but overall,
numbers declined steadily in the 1970’s. Discussions began as early as January, 1982 into
reorganisation of schools in the village - which would mean that the Infants School would no
longer be needed. The writing was on the wall, and a year later, when school reopened for the
Spring term in January, 1983, Mrs Willitts recorded that: “Closure notices have now been
posted on the school doors for almost two months.” It was Friday the 13th May that year
when she wrote: “Superstition names this as an unlucky day, but today we received the news
that the Secretary of State for Education and Science has accepted the reorganisation plans for
Burwell.”38
34 Kenney, op. cit.
35 Kenney, op. cit.
36 Clunch, March, 1989
37 Burwell Infants School, Head Teacher's Log
38 Burwell Infants School, Head Teacher's Log
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n April, 1984, Mrs Willitts moved to the Primary School in Bottisham, teacher Brenda
Ratcliffe taking over as Acting Head at Burwell. At the beginning of the new school year the last - there were just 96 full time pupils, with 13 attending mornings only. Nevertheless,
the spirit of the school was maintained: in December, Mrs Ratcliffe was able to describe it as
“beautifully decorated for this, our last Christmas,” and it was with some sadness that she
added: “I managed to obtain a floor to ceiling Christmas tree. Sometimes, when I am late
leaving school and the tree lights are the only lights in the darkening hall, I feel sorrow that
our school family will not share another Christmas together.” On the last ever day of school,
July 19th, 1985, she admits: “I could not conceal my sadness, and indeed did not even try to
do so.”39

Parsonage Lane
T

he Leys emerges into Parsonage Lane, continuing across Jubilee Green opposite to the
bottom of Hall Lane. Turning to the right, Park Road, on your left, also leads to the
bottom of Hall Lane, and Spring Close. At the bottom of Parsonage Lane, Low Road turns
northwards towards Hythe Lane.

39 Burwell Infants School, Head Teacher's Log

Parsonage Lane as it appeared in 1928,
looking east towards Pound Hill.
Photo: CAS (Camb. Coll.)
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ne of the notable buildings of Burwell stands on this corner: Parsonage Farm - formerly,
as the name implies, the Parsonage. The original buildings here are said to have formed
part of the Priory of St John, which was dependent on Ramsey Abbey, Burwell’s largest
mediaeval landowner. Although no archaeological evidence has been found to support the
existence of the Priory, it is marked on Ordnance Survey maps, and the meadow directly
between Parsonage Farm and the Hall has been left undisturbed during the recent planting of
a new wood, pending future investigation. Whatever buildings were here in the mediaeval
period, they formed the manor house of Ramsey Abbey until the Dissolution of the
Monasteries in the reign of King Henry VIII [1509 - 1547].

The house (left) and outbuildings (right) of Parsonage Farm, looking north west. Photo: CAS (Camb. Coll.)
In 1540, Henry gave Ramsey Abbey’s Burwell lands to Sir Edward North, who was Chancellor
of the Court of Augmentation - the body charged with disposing of property seized from the
Monasteries. In 1544 he sold part of it, the rectory of St Mary’s - this house - and the rectory
manor itself, to Cambridge University for £600.
The agreement, dated 4th October, 1544, states, in part, that:
“the sayde Sir Edwarde, before the Feaste of the Natyuity of our lorde God next ensuying the
date hereof, shall delyuer or cause to be delyuered to the sayde Chauncelor, Master and
Scholers . . . the kynges lettres patentes vnder his great seale of appropyacion of the parsonage
of Burwell seynte Marie . . . with all and singuler manors, landes, and tenementes, Rentes,
Reuersions and Services; And also all and singuler other possessions and heredytamentes,
whatsoeuer they be, as well spirituall as temporall, to the foreseyde parsonage and churche and
thappurtenaunces therof in any wyse belonging: to be appropryated vnyted and annexed . . .
from and immediately after the next aduydance of the present Incombent therof by dethe,
Cessyon, Resyngnacion or otherwise.”40

40 Endowments of the University of Cambridge, J.W. Clark
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In 1545, the remainder of Ramsey Abbey’s
former possessions in Burwell were returned to
the Crown by North, who was given the title of
Baron,
and
appointed
Parliamentary
Representative for Cambridgeshire in 1561.41

T

he oldest of the buildings here is the barn
attached to the west end of the house (away
from Low Road, and not visible from the
street). Two narrow windows with internal
splays indicate that the ground floor dates from
the late mediaeval period. Early in the 16th
Century an upper storey was added, and the
high standard of carpentry employed suggests
that it may have been used to store
“merchandise of special quality.”42 Later, the
building was used as a maltings, but suffered
from neglect in the 20th Century, to the extent
that, in 1955, the roof and west wall collapsed.

41 A Short Guide to All Saints' Church, Kirtling
42 Inventory of Historical Monuments in the County of Cambridge, Vol II

The oldest part of Parsonage Farm, a late mediaeval barn
(Photo: A.Murkin) and, above, a detail of one of the
windows, typical of the period. Photo: CAS (Camb. Coll.)
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T

he house itself, although in part mediaeval, is mostly from about 1600, with additions
and alterations in subsequent centuries.43

T

he outbuildings stand in a row to the left of the driveway (between Low Road and the
house). The two-storey timber-framed building nearest the house is particularly
interesting. Dating from around 1515, and maintained in good order by the current
occupants, it has a long, open first-floor room lit on both sides by almost continuous rows of
windows. The west wall, closest to the house, was rebuilt in the late 18th or early 19th
Century.

The exact purpose to which the building was put is not known, but the brickwork between
the timbers was a particular feature of prestige buildings of the 16th Century, implying that
it fulfilled some important function. A number of suggestions as to its use have been put
forward: it may have housed a “high-quality industry such as weaving,”44 which could have
taken advantage of the well-lit first floor area, although an upstairs room with only a small
stairway - as this building has - would not be very convenient.

43 Inventory of Historical Monuments, ibid.
44 Inventory of Historical Monuments, ibid.
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I

t may have been a guildhall, though these are generally situated in a town centre,
or close to a parish church, as in present-day Burwell; from at least as early
as the late 16th Century, an older guildhall stood on the north-east
side of the churchyard.
If not a guildhall, then it may have been a manorial
court hall, a similar type of building, and
entirely appropriate for this
location, from which the
affairs of the estate
would be administered.

Above: the fine 16th barn at Parsonage farm, still in good condition today. Photo: CAS (Camb. Coll.)
Facing page: the South side of Parsonage Farm house. Photo: A. Murkin
If the existing entrance was for the public then a second entrance for the lord of the manor which would be expected - may have been sited in the original west wall, facing the house.45

N

orth of the barn on the west end of the house, the property was joined to the river by a
canal, which would have facilitated the transportation of raw materials and finished
product - if any industry took place here - or the gathering of tithes. A shallow pond in the
north west corner of the garden may be the remains of a basin where river craft could be
loaded and unloaded. One writer46 suggests a connection between the barn and an entry in
the records of Ramsey Abbey from 1423, which describes a “tenement of 15 acres next to
Tytheshithe . . . and one tenement of 8 acres next to Fysshestrete [Fish Street].”47 In view of
the proximity of the river, and the suggestion of its name, ‘The Weirs’, that fish-traps or ponds
were found here, it is quite possible that either Low Road or Weirs Drove were once known
as Fish Street; the name ‘Tytheshithe’ implies a quay or wharf where tithes (taxes levied in the
form of goods) were landed and stored nearby. The barn at the west end would serve that
purpose well, although 19th Century maps show another large building opposite the present
outbuildings, but at right angles to them, in what is now the next-door neighbours’ back
garden. This too would be well-situated as a tithe barn.

45 Jettied Building at Parsonage Farm, Low Road, Burwell, Cambridgeshire, John McCann, 1984
46 Anne Syme, Navigation on the Loads
47 Liber Gersumarum of Ramsey Abbey, ibid.

This pond in the grounds of Parsonage Farm may be evidence that fish were kept here to feed the occupants,
or that raw materials and products related to whatever industry took place here in the mediaeval period
were transported to and from the building by barge along a waterway connected to the Weirs (in the
distance, just beyond the line of trees, which follows the line of what is now a ditch). Photo: A.Murkin

P

ast tenants here include: Thomas Gardiner (1556), Edward Gerard (1624), Lady Russell
(1710), Salisbury Dunn, senior (1780), Edward Ball (1837), Salisbury Ball (1869) and
finally Eustace Ball.48 The vicar from 1808 - 1854, Parson Baines, lived here. In 1924, the
Farm was bought by Cambridgeshire County Council and leased out as smallholdings to exservicemen. A Mrs Bysouth moved here, when her father, Arthur Turner left the Army, and
the other part of the house was occupied in turn by the Warrens, the Goodchilds with the
Fullers and then by Mr Ellis. In 1959, the Council sold up and the Greenwoods lived in the
whole house until 1971.49

W

hen I was young, Parsonage Farm was always known as ‘The Commune’ - rightly, it
seems, as it was purchased in 1971 for this purpose: Delta-T Devices, a co-operative
making scientific instruments used in agricultural research, occupied the barns nearest the
street, the rest of the property being owned by Parsonage Farm Housing Co-operative. A job
ad for Delta-T Devices later in the 1970’s stated that “most of us live in the adjoining
Commune.” The business was evidently doing well, as they could “only just cope with an
embarrassment of orders - most from overseas.”50

48 Tom Bragg, A History of Parsonage Farm
49 Bragg, op. cit.
50 Clunch, Jan 1977
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Low Road
T

his road has in the past been known as ‘Newnham Street’51, and ‘St Peter’s Street’.52
Longer ago, it may have been ‘Fish’ or ‘Fisher’ Street, as entries in the records of
landowners Ramsey Abbey refer to “Fisshestrete” in 1423 and “Fyssher Street” in 1440.53

The first building on the left, set back from the road, is No. 116, Tunbridge. At one time,
the land on both sides of Low Road belonged to the house, when it was known as Tunbridge
Farm. As far as the house is concerned, one writer tells us: “the only point of historic interest
is a secret chamber, which probably was frequently in use during the turbulent times.”54
In 1840:
“both houses were occupied, one by the Casbowens [Casburns], the other by the Crawleys.
The latter were a lawless lot, and associated with gang of marauders, then the scourge of the
district; but ultimately rounded up . . . some were transported to Botany Bay, and the others
disappeared from the village of their own accord.”55

51 Lucas, The Fenman’s World
52 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, Sept 1976

Tunbridge. Photo: A.Murkin

53 Liber Gersumarum of Ramsey Abbey, ibid.
54 Lucas, op. cit.
55 Lucas, op. cit.

334
When Tunbridge Farm was put up for sale in 1845, the house was described as “the manorhouse of St Omer’s.”56
In one of the lots into which the property was divided, along with the manor house, were a
“large barn, stables, cart lodge, granary, etc.” and a “comfortable brick, slate and tiled
farmhouse, four cottages, detached, well-planted orchard, garden, farmyard and an allotment
of excellent arable land adjoining.” All these were rented out to John Danby at “the very low
rent of £50.” Two other fen land lots, a six-acre field called ‘Lawrence Corner Ground’, and
a seven-acre piece called ‘Simpkin’s Ground’, were currently let to George Peachey, “at the very
low rent of £21 and a leg of pork, of not less than 11 pounds weight.”57
In February, 1991, the house escaped a potentially disastrous fire when an oak beam in the
chimney caught fire and set rafters smouldering.

I

n January 1996, archaeological excavations were carried out under the direction of Scott
Kenney on land at No. 106, just along from Tunbridge Farm, during the digging of
foundations for a new house. A large ditch dating from the 17th century was uncovered,
“probably relating to the house and moat of Tunbridge Farm which stood on the adjoining
property.”58 Several other features were excavated, including two post-holes, a slot, which
could have held a sill-beam, and several pits, two of which may have been Iron Age in date.
There was little evidence of domestic occupation here - perhaps older buildings stood closer
to the street - but “the density of archaeological features in such a limited area exposed by the
foundation trenches for the new house suggests a relatively rich area of activity in the past.”59

T

he ground slopes gently but noticeably here from right to left, giving rise to the modern
name ‘Low Road’. This was indeed a low point in the village: since the water level was
once somewhat higher than it is now, it was in fact the waterfront, with channels leading
down to the river. Some traces remain of the foundations of warehouse and wharves which
once stood to the left. Dr Charles Lucas identifies a field on the left which shows the
foundations and remains of a very large house.60

In 1995, archaeological excavations, to the right, between Tunbridge Close and Bolton Close,
revealed traces of Roman occupation of the area.

O

n the left, No 64, ‘The Poplars’, is a late 16th/early 17th century timber-framed house
- originally thatched - “extensively refitted in the 18th century,”61 and renovated in the
1980’s. When advertised for sale in 1983, a selling-point was the ‘priest’s hole’. In the 1850’s,
it was the site of the first mixing of phosphate fertilizer made from coprolites, a major industry
in Burwell in the late 19th century, and may have been the house of Nathan Ball, father of
the well-known 19th century songwriter and opera librettist, Edward Fitzball.62 The 20th
century Poplars Close opposite is named after the house. For many years the house was owned
by the Le Pla family; from about 1890 - 1920 a printing business was run from here, although
the small building that housed the printer’s equipment is no longer here.
56 Cambridge Chronicle, 27th September, 1845
57 Cambridge Chronicle, ibid.
58 Post-Mediaeval and Earlier Ditches and Pits at 106 Low Road, Burwell, S. Kenney, 1996
59 Kenney, op. cit
60 op. cit.
61 Discovering Burwell, Walk 3
62 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History

An example of the printing done at ‘The Poplars’, Low Road
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Edward Fitzball
E

dward Fitzball, known in Burwell as the writer of a popular 19th century song My Pretty
Jane, the 19th Century “equivalent of a number one hit,”63 was born in the village in
March, 1793, and lived here during his childhood. His grandfather was “the celebrated Dr.
Ball of Mildenhall”64, who had married into the Isaacson family, and when he died - in a
riding accident - Edward’s father, Nathan, inherited some 500 acres of land in and around
Burwell.
Nathan Ball, however - the New Grove Dictionary of Opera states that the ‘Fitz’ which Edward
added to his surname was his mother’s maiden name - was a compulsive gambler who lost the
family fortune and subsequently died when Edward was only 11, and the young boy had to
help run the family farm with his mother. He began writing at a young age and is recorded
as having enough confidence at the age of 12 to show a play of his to a Bury St Edmunds
theatre manager. The piece was apparently rejected, and the disgusted Edward is said to have
torn up the manuscript and scattered it on Newmarket Heath.65 On top of this, his mother
is reported to have disapproved of his hobby!66
When his elder brother returned to the village after a long spell in the Royal Navy, Edward
was free to look elsewhere for a job. This he did, moving to Norwich in Norfolk to study
printing. Soon after, his mother and brother followed him there. According to the New Grove
Dictionary of Opera, a “youthful visit to the Theatre Royal, Norwich, engendered his lifelong
passion for the stage.”
He ran a printing business in Norwich, and started a magazine, which failed, but achieved his
first stage success with an adaptation of Amelia Opie’s The Ruffian Boy at the Theatre Royal.67
He made his London debut with a play entitled The Innkeeper of Abbeville in 1821 - 22, and
eventually enjoyed success with a melodrama entitled Edda at the Surrey Theatre, which
encouraged him to move to London. At first taking a job in a printing office there, he turned
to writing full-time when The Fortunes of Nigel, based on the book by Sir Walter Scott, was a
box-office hit - also at the Surrey Theatre - in 1822. He added the ‘Fitz’ to his name,
according to Grove, “for dramatic effect.”
Laws passed at the Restoration of the Monarchy in 1660, which were still in force, meant that
only major theatres were allowed to show plays consisting solely of spoken dialogue. Theatres
like the Surrey found that they were able to get round this by introducing musical
accompaniment to their plays. It was this kind of work that Fitzball produced - dramatic
escapist, and spectacular melodramas, drawing on a variety of sources for their inspiration that earned him his nickname of ‘the Terrible Fitzball’. “His facility was inexhaustible, and he
revelled in the creation of stage effects and the lavish use of blue fire.”68
63 Discovering Burwell, Walk 1
64 Clunch, July 1977
65 Clunch, ibid.
66 D.G. Pugh, Cambridgeshire, Huntingdon and Peterborough Life, March 1979
67 Clunch, July, 1977
68 New Grove Dictionary of Opera
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From 1828 onwards he wrote for Covent Garden, and from 1830 - 1838 for Vauxhall
Gardens. He was certainly prolific: Grove lists 61 musical works for which he supplied the
libretto between 1824 and 1873, the year of his death. Descriptions of these works include
‘drama’, ‘melodrama’, ‘musical drama’, ‘operatic drama’, ‘romantic opera’, ‘comic opera’, ‘grand
opera’, ‘operetta’, ‘vaudeville’ and others - clearly, he was also versatile! His appeal to
composers “may be attributed to his professional shrewdness: he calculated for maximum
effect and saw his job in terms of entertaining the public.”69
The best-known composers with whom he worked include Michael Balfe, with whom he
wrote The Siege of Rochelle (1835) and Keolanthe (performed in March 1841 in the presence
of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert), amongst others; Sir Henry Bishop, with whom he
wrote about a dozen works in the decade between 1828 and 1838; and Vincent Wallace, with
whom he collaborated on two grand operas, Maritana in 1845 and Lurline in 1860.
Maritana, in particular, survived the early Victorian period when it was first staged: after its
first performance at the Drury Lane Theatre in November 1845, and performances in
Philadelphia (1846) and New York (1848), it was revived at Her Majesty’s Theatre, London,
in 1880 (in Italian!); at the Lyceum, London, in 1925; and at the Old Vic and Sadler’s Wells,
London, in 1931. According to Kobbé’s Complete Opera Book, it was “continuously in the
repertories of the British touring companies until about 1930.” Indeed, my copy, published
in 1930, shows that a Concert and Acting Edition was available at that time at 3 shillings
[15p], and a full edition at 5s 6d [about 28p]. The opera deals,
“like Balfe’s Bohemian Girl [not a collaboration with Fitzball], on the one hand with the very
poor, and the very rich and powerful on the other . . . The essential difference is that while
there is no humour of any kind in The Bohemian Girl, the librettist of Maritana, Edward
Fitzball, has contrived to invest the character of Don Caesar de Bazan with a lighthearted,
whimsical humour which, if it is not wit, is at least an acceptable substitute for it.”70

R

egarding Fitzball’s most famous creation, Dr Charles Lucas quotes the following story
from the Strand Magazine, June 1903:
“When Edward Fitz-Ball [sic] was a young man he lived in a small village in Cambridgeshire
[Burwell], and in one of the lanes along which the young man frequently passed lived a very
pretty girl called Jane. She was the daughter of a farmer, and from her window she would
occasionally smile and nod to young Fitz-Ball as he passed by. On one summer’s day the
budding author sat on a stile near the farmer’s house, and in a few minutes wrote the words
of the pleasing song. Whether ‘Pretty Jane’ ever responded to the invitation to meet the
author . . . we know not; there is some reason to think she may have done so, as there was in
existence a portrait of the lady painted in oils by Fitz-Ball. It is reputed to have hung over the
mantelpiece in the panelled room of Nathan Ball’s house. Fitz-Ball attributed his creative
abilities and vivid imagination to the romantic village of Burwell and the beautiful
countryside that surrounded it where he spent his childhood.”71

The magazine also recounts the story of the song being recovered by Fitzball from the wastepaper bin of the composer of the music, Sir Henry Bishop (d. 185572), who was initially
dissatisfied with his treatment of the lyrics, rushed to the theatre to be “sung the same evening
by one of the principal tenors of the day, and received with rapturous applause.” The song
became “one of the great successes of Sims Reeves,”73 the popular tenor, who died in 1900.74
The real-life farmer’s daughter, the model for ‘Pretty Jane’, is reputed locally to be Mary
Sharpe, whose gravestone stands in St Mary’s churchyard.
69 Grove, ibid.
70 Kobbé’s Complete Opera Book
71 The Fenman’s World
72 Independent Press & Chronicle, 21.11.41
73 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
74 Independent Press & Chronicle, ibid.
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T

he words of Edward Fitzball’s famous song, originally entitled When the Bloom is on the
Rye are:
My Pretty Jane! My Pretty Jane!
Ah! Never look so shy,
But meet me in the Ev’ning
When the Bloom is on the Rye.
The Spring is waning fast, my love,
The corn is in the ear
The Summer nights are coming, love,
The moon shines bright and clear;
Then Pretty Jane, my dearest Jane,
Ah! Never look so shy,
But meet me in the Ev’ning
When the Bloom is on the Rye.
But name the day, the wedding day,
And I will buy the ring,
The Lads and Maids in favours white
And village bells shall ring.
The Spring is waning fast, my love,
The corn is in the ear
The Summer nights are coming, love,
The moon shines bright and clear;
Then Pretty Jane, my dearest Jane,
Ah! Never look so shy,
But meet me in the Ev’ning
When the Bloom is on the Rye.

T

he Cambridge Chronicle of 12th August, 1876, quoting from H.Watkinson’s manuscript
of the Life of Edward Fitzball, reports the following:
“At a conversazione one evening, of some of the most successful music publishers in London,
the subject matter turned upon “as to which song had been the most successful and realised
the most money?” After some considerable discussion, pro and con, My Pretty Jane or The
Bloom is on the Rye, written by Edward Fitzball had been the most profitable one to publishers
ever written - it having already brought considerably above £2000 a line, which no song of
Tennyson, Byron, Moore, or any other poet had ever realised. Yet the whole amount the late
Mr Fitzball (the author) and Sir Henry Bishop (the composer) received, did not exceed £200.
After the lapse of about half a century this song continues nearly as popular as ever.”

I

n the last 10 years of his life, Fitzball moved from London to Chatham. Despite the onset
of deafness, and the death of his wife, he continued to write for the stage right up to his
death at the age of 80 in October, 1873.
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E

dward Fitzball’s “personal mildness of manner belied his ardently romantic nature.”75 His
autobiography, Thirty-five Years of a Dramatic Author’s Life, published in 1859, is “a chatty
and fascinating farrago of theatrical information.”76

T

he name Le Pla is French in origin, and the original Le Plas who came to England were
Huguenots. The Huguenots, named after the prominent 16th Century French
Protestant, Baznson Hugues, were Protestants, and suffered persecution in Catholic France in
the 16th and 17th centuries, most famously in the massacre of St Bartholomew - after the
saint’s day on which it took place - in 1572. Relations between France and England, ruled by
the Protestant Queen Elizabeth, fell to a new low at this time. A first period of respite in this
war of Religion in France began in 1593 when a King sympathetic to the Huguenots took the
throne, but ended when he was assassinated in 1610; a second occurred between 1649 and
1660, the time of the Commonwealth in England, when this country had no monarch and
the Puritan Protestant Oliver Cromwell was Lord Protector. After this period, however, the
French King Louis XIV resumed the persecutions, and large numbers of Huguenots began to
leave the country. Many of the emigrants were skilled craftsmen, especially silk-weavers, and
French industry was severely affected. France’s loss, however, turned out to be England’s gain,
as many of them settled here, and continued their trades in this country.77

One area where many Huguenots settled was Thorney in Cambridgeshire. They lived here
under the patronage of the Duke of Bedford, the man responsible for organising the draining
of the fens, and many of the Huguenot colony were engaged in this work - perhaps including
the construction of Burwell Lode.
There were 3 classes of Huguenots at Thorney: in addition to the drainage workers there were
agriculturists and land-owners.78 The Le Plas in fact belonged to this latter category.
Memorials to the family “were once numerous” in the churchyard at Thorney79, and an
inscribed memorial slab can be seen in the floor of the Church. In the Journals of the House
of Commons, on May 7th, 1662, it is recorded that Mark and James Le Pla “did this day take
oaths of supremacy and allegiance . . . in order to their naturalization.”80 The ‘Thorney
French Register’ recorded Baptisms, Burials and Marriages in the colony from February, 1654
to October, 1727. Le Pla is one of the most numerous names in the Register of Baptisms, the
only part that now survives from this period: among Le Plas whose children were born in
Thorney between 1650 and 1700 were Abraham and Susanne, André and Marguerite, Jacques
and Sara, Jean and Jeanne, Jean and Marie and Marc and Marie.
The Register also shows that it was not until well into the 18th Century that the Frenchspeaking Huguenot families began to marry into English ones. By the middle of the 19th
century there are families in the fen towns of Wisbech and Ely.
Interestingly, other surnames which are associated with Burwell are also derived from the
French names of the Huguenots, for example Bayley, from the French Bailleul, and Hancock,
from Hanoc or Henoc.
75 Grove, ibid.
76 Grove, ibid.
77 Penguin Encyclopaedia
78 Trevor Bevis, Thorney's Huguenot Colony
79 Trevor Bevis, Strangers in the Fens
80 quoted in Bevis, Strangers in the Fens
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A

nother house of a similar age and style to ‘The Poplars’ is No. 16 Low Road, on the left
opposite Pantile Lane. One of the beams shows the date ‘1575’. This house, too, had
work done in the 18th century: an extension added at this time was replaced in the 1980’s.
In the centre of the original building is “a large fireplace with steps going up inside the
chimney for the sweeps.”81 From 1870 to 1960 it was owned by the Mason family.82
In the 1960’s Mason’s coal yard was situated on the other side of the road, between this house
and ‘The Poplars’, and opposite the house and farmyard of agricultural contractor P.A. Smith.
Bolton Close, on the right, was completed at the end of 1984, and named after the popular
District Nurse, Nurse Bolton, who lived in the village for many years.
No. 2 Laburnum Lane, on the right, was at one time a small corn merchant’s shop, which also
sold sweets. Also on the right, just before the junction with Hythe Lane, is the site of a former
abattoir.

19th Century Burwell
I

n the early 19th century, the former Ramsey manor was still held by the Crown. A lease,
“nearly expired,” was “vested in the representatives of the late lessee, the Rev William
Affleck.”83 Tiptofts and Dullingham manors belonged to the Earl of Aylesford, whose father
had acquired them in marriage with the younger daughter of Charles, Duke of Somerset. St
Omer’s manor had passed to the Isaacsons, and in 1808 was owned by Mr. William Sandiver,
a surgeon from Newmarket, who had married Hannah, daughter of Stephen and Mary
Isaacson. Hannah herself had died in 1743 at the young age of 29; her younger sister Diana,
who never married, died at the age of 78 in 1805. According to Gardner’s History, Gazetteer
and Directory of Cambridgeshire, St Omer’s manor had, by 1851, passed into the hands of “the
Misses Harwood, and others.”
The Burwell Inclosure Act of 1814, given Royal Assent on June 28th, refers to the following
interested parties: John Harwood, described as Lord of the Manors of Dullinghams, Burwell
Tiptofts and Saint Omers; The Chancellor, Masters and Scholars of the University of
Cambridge, Lords of the Manor of Burwell Rectory; Gilbert Affleck Esq.; Salisbury Dunn,
and “divers other Persons seised of or interested in the said open and Common Fields,
Meadows, Pastures, Commonable Lands, Commons and Waste Grounds.”
The principal landowners with holdings of over 200 acres, according to a report made in
1849, were: the Crown, 690 acres; the Jockey Club, 480 acres; the Duke of Portland, 245
acres; Ann Harwood, 549 acres; Edward Ball, 489 acres; Jane Affleck, 303 acres; the Trustees
of Salisbury Dunn Snr, 285 acres; William Dunn, 210 acres.84
81 Discovering Burwell, Walk 1
82 Discovering Burwell, ibid.
83 Magna Britannia, Daniel and Samuel Lysons
84 Evidence in the case of Attorney-General v. Baines
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Various properties and pieces of land sold after the death of Edward Ball, M.P. in 1866 are
identified as originally part of the above manors: a house in the High Street and land on High
Town Drove are from “the Manor of Burwell Ramseys”; Burnt Yard, North Street, from “the
Manor of Dullinghams”; and 9 acres of “Valuable Land” in Hallard’s Fen” from “the manor
of Burwell Tiptofts.”85
The Enclosure (or Inclosure) of land was a significant political and social trend during most
of the 19th century. Although it had begun early in the 18th century, two Acts of Parliament
in 1801 and 1845 had stimulated activity. Ostensibly, the purpose of enclosure was to bring
into efficient use areas of relatively unproductive common land; in reality, “the whole time it
played into the hands of the lords of the manor and the owners of the soil.”86 The average
person, although allotted land, was unable to farm it effectively, and thus often “sold it to the
lord and entered service as a labourer.” According to the report of a speech by a Dr Atkinson,
early villages in the county to be enclosed were Guilden Morden and Bassingbourn in 1800
and 1801, and one of the latest was Willingham in 1846; Burwell, whose Act of Inclosure
was dated 1814, was therefore, fairly early. In 1869, “inclosures were virtually stopped by the
expression of a growing desire to preserve open spaces.”87 Large parts of the Fens were
common land, and there was great resistance to the enclosure of the last remaining common
area, ‘Poor’s Fen’ in the 1850’s.
An interesting note on population during this period is made by Polly Hill:
“The acreage per head of population in Staploe Hundred [Burwell, Chippenham, Fordham,
Isleham, Kennett, Landwade, Snailwell, Soham and Wicken] . . . was 6.2, a figure equal to
that for Cambridgeshire as a whole . . . the corresponding figure for Staine Hundred, which
included the Swaffhams, was 7.4; and for the individual parishes of Haddenham, Stretham,
Sutton and Wilburton, all in Witchford South Hundred, the figure varied only between 6.8
and 8.2 acres.
“Between 1801 and 1851 the population of each fen parish expanded greatly and regularly .
. . Between 1851 and 1861 something extraordinary happened in Cambridgeshire: the
population, after rising very steadily from 1801, suddenly fell by 5% . . . There was no other
English county which suffered a larger decrease . . . The authorities are agreed that outward
migration (probably mainly to northern cities), together with some migration overseas, were
the main causes of this sudden population decrease.”88

There was certainly a good deal of emigration from Burwell during the middle of the 19th
Century, and a great depression in agriculture. Edward Ball, speaking at Ely Corn Exchange
in 1851 - the year before he was elected M.P. - on the subject of Free Trade, refers to the
poverty being experienced, and the consequent emigration:
“It was a mistake to suppose that pauperism had not increased (hear, hear). If the poor-houses
had not been quite so much filled as on former occasions, it was owing to the benevolent
exertions of the gentry and farmers, who had subscribed to works of charity, or found road
work for the labourers (hear, hear) . . . How many farmers had sunk under their difficulties;
gone down, through poverty, to death? How many were now rotting in the woods of America,
or whitening the plains of Australia with their bones? How many farmers and labourers . . .
had left the land of their birth to seek a home in distant lands? Had these remained in
England it would have shown a fearful preponderance of pauperism in this country (hear,
hear).”89
85 Particulars of Sale, C.M. Bidwell, Land Agents and Auctioneers
86 ‘Dr Atkinson’, paraphrased by the Press and News, 27th April, 1934
87 Press and News, ibid.
88 Who Were the Fen People?, CAS 81
89 Cambridge Independent Press, 1st March, 1851
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Ball may have been exaggerating the perils of emigration - even though many must have taken
the step with a heavy heart - as a newspaper report a couple of years later claimed that “a few
years ago, many persons left Burwell for the great Republic [Australia], and the accounts
received from nearly all are gratifying.”90 On the subject of those “northern cities” referred to
by Hill, he alludes to the resentment that many must have felt:
“Not the least of the many grievous evils engendered by Free Trade was that it had created a
Cain-like feeling throughout the country, and had made Englishmen regard one another with
jealousy, suspicion, and aversion. Formerly an Englishman used to regard his fellowcountryman, wherever he might be, with affection and confidence; but now the agriculturalist
looked upon the manufacturer as his enemy, and there were thousands of men at that moment
who would rather march against Manchester than Paris.”91

19th Century Census returns for Burwell do indeed show the population pattern Hill
describes:
1801
1811
1821
1831
1841
1851
1861
1871
1881
1891
1901
1911

1250
1324
1518
1668
1820
2187
1987
2106
1947
1998
1974
2144

In Burwell’s case, between 1861 and 1871 this decrease was temporarily halted by the influx
of workers needed for the booming coprolite industry, but continued in the following decade
when this industry declined. The trend was not reversed until the beginning of the new
century - and this too proved to be short-lived.

Newspaper stories such as the following, from the Cambridge Chronicle of 4th January, 1868,
certainly lend credence to Ball’s argument that the “benevolent exertions of the gentry” had
had an ameliorating effect on poverty in the village:
“the destitution of many of the poor in this village was accidentally made known to a lady
residing at a distance, who owns land in the immediate neighbourhood. She instantly made
enquiry, through the vicar, for the name of some whose needy condition called loudly for help.
Eight cases were mentioned, and just before Christmas-day arrived, each poor family was
unexpectedly supplied with materials for a good and substantial dinner, in a quiet and
unostentatious manner.”

90 Cambridge Independent Press, 5th Feb, 1853
91 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
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t is evident that Burwell was regarded by some at that time as a rather shabby and lawless
place. If this was so, then it was certainly related to the economic conditions of the day.
Tales were such, it seems, that one local reader of the Cambridge Chronicle, signing him (or
her) self simply as ‘A. Parishioner’ was impelled to write to the paper in 1854:

“Burwell is a large village, which has been perhaps neglected, but is not in such a state of utter
darkness as some represent and many believe it to be . . . It has a church, a noble building
reared for the worship of God, capable of seating the greater part of the inhabitants . . . There
is . . . a national school here . . . A neat and commodious British School-room has been erected
. . . There are Sabbath Schools intituted also, at which 400 children receive gratuitous
instruction . . . From this statement, I think, it can be inferred that the inhabitants of Burwell
are not quite so inactive, uncultivated and heathenish, as report stigmatizes them.”

Later, and perhaps more seriously, the Chronicle of 22nd April, 1892, in an article entitled
Ruffianism in East Cambridgeshire, had the following strong words to say, reporting the
presentation of a petition to the Joint Committee for Cambridgeshire:

“The petition . . . on Saturday last relative to the ruffianism prevailing in Burwell and
neighbouring villages brings a grave allegation against an important district in East
Cambridgeshire . . . The petition in question bore the signatures of 229 residents in the
county and the facts set out are sufficiently alarming to warrent recourse to stringent
measures. Property certainly is not safe and there is reason to suppose that the ruffianly gang
have so cowed their neighbours that it is questionable if an independent witness could be
found to give evidence against them. Shepherds and farm servants run the risk of violent
assaults if they venture to enter a protest against acts of wilful violence and altogether it would
appear that it is as difficult for the Queen’s Writ to run in Burwell as in some of the more
turbulent portions of Ireland . . . This state of things is a scandal to the entire county . . .

“The Chief Constable was evidently as much surprised as anyone at the reveleations of the
petition, but with his present staff he frankly admitted that he could not make any better
provision for that part of the county without weakening his force in other places. An
establishment of 70 men is by no means too large for a county like Cambridgeshire . . .

“[The Chief Constable] will, we fear, find it a difficult matter . . . to give any effect to the
recommendation of the Committee to increase the police force in Burwell and
neighbourhood as far as may be found necessary to enable him and his men to enter upon any
successful crusade against a determined body of poachers and law-breakers. We fear it was a
narrow-minded policy to vote against the small increase of the police force suggested, and if
any further complaints are made on the subject we trust that on another occasion wiser
councils will prevail.”
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r Charles Lucas devotes a chapter of his book to an account of the life and times of Rev.
Baines, vicar for almost 50 years in the 19th Century, from 1808 to 1854, “a tall, big
man with strong features, a hooked nose, and of strong personality.” He had “a good strong
voice and read the service with distinctness, solemnity, and emphasis,” and “in spite of his
hauteur,” he was “ever kind and courteous.”92 Many entertaining stories are told about Parson
Baines, and many are, no doubt, apocryphal - perhaps including the following, one of the less
frequently told:
“Someone sent the vicar a haunch of venison. ‘Now, if I have that cooked in my house, I shall
have to ask a dozen neighbours in to eat it, and they will drink at least a dozen of wine. No,
I will send the venison with my compliments to Mr Giblin, and he will invite his friends, and
will include me in the list of guests, and he will put plenty of fine old port on the table.”93

Baines must have been quite a fixture in the village. His credibility was somewhat
undermined, however, by a protracted legal dispute which began after a government inquiry
into charities for the poor in 1835 - 1836. The case dragged on for nearly 20 years and was
not finally resolved until some time after his death.94
The dispute concerned the administration of the income derived from bequests intended
either for poor relief or for upkeep of the church. Over the years, various lands and properties
had been left for these two purposes, and responsibility for the money they annually produced
lay with a group of trustees known as the Feoffees. On the death of the previous vicar, Rev.
Henry Turner, in 1808, Salisbury Dunn Snr had temporarily taken over the job as treasurer,
but relinquished the responsibility to Rev. Baines in about 1810. For the next 20 years Baines
had effective control of the funds, together with local schoolmaster Michael Bayley, who kept
the official account books. By 1830, only one of the existing Feoffees, William Shelverton,
was still alive, so new Feoffees were nominated.
Many villagers had been wondering exactly how the money was allocated, since the workings
of the system were something of a mystery; but when Edward Ball received a summons to
attend the Inquiry, which was to be held at Newmarket, he was not surprised to learn - having
asked Michael Bayley himself - that about £120 was currently held on behalf of the Feoffees
by Rev. Baines. On the other hand, there was evidently some confusion amongst the Feoffees
over the amount, as one of them, Robert Johnson, at first confirmed to Ball that it was £120,
then just a few days later claimed to have suddenly learned from Rev. Baines that between
£400 and £500 was involved - a considerable difference.
Ball was further surprised to discover from one of the churchwardens, John Johnson, at the
packed inquiry meeting, that despite working closely with Rev. Baines for a number of years,
he had only now discovered that he was, in fact, a Feoffee - and was angry not to have been
told before. Other of the new Feoffees gave evidence to the same effect. Although puzzled by
all this, Ball was apparently satisfied that the accounts had been properly kept when not only
an account book, but even the money itself was produced - in the form of a roll of banknotes,
laid on the Inquiry Commissioner’s table by Rev. Baines “with considerable vehemence of
manner,” according to the Commissioner, Francis Martin.

92 Dr Charles Lucas, The Fenman's World
93 C.L. Cudworth, Nineteenth Century Notes, [MS]. [The word ‘Witt’ at the top of the page perhaps indicates the source of this anecdote].
94 The following account is drawn from evidence in the case Attorney-General v. Baines, 1836 - 1855
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all was less happy when, at a subsequent - also well-attended - meeting on Christmas Eve,
1835, at the White Horse, the Commissioner ruled that Rev. Baines and the Feoffees could
spend the money as they wished, on repairs to the church, or otherwise. Arguing that the
money, having been saved and not required to be spent on the church, must necessarily be
from that part of the Charity income destined for the poor, he demanded another meeting,
which took place at the Swan, Bottisham, in January, 1836. Baines admitted to the
Commissioner at this time that the charity money had simply been deposited in his own bank
account in Cambridge. An agreement was obtained from him that £200 of the money would
immediately be given to a charity for the education of poor children in the village, and Ball,
Baines and the Commissioner concluded the evening by dining together, apparently amicably.
The Commissioner later said that he had made the suggestion “with a view of meeting the
wishes of both parties, and of establishing peace and harmony in the Parish.” Baines said that,
in the absence of any professional advice, he had gone along with the suggestion, in the belief
that the Commissioner was entitled to ask for such an agreement to be made.
Just a few days later, however, on the 3rd February, 1836, when Ball met Baines in the old
Guildhall schoolroom, to effect the handover of the money, the vicar’s mood had changed:
quoting Ball’s own words from a speech he had recently made in Cambridge, to the effect that
it was “no disgrace for a man to be wiser today than he was yesterday,” he stated, “I am wiser
than I was, and I won’t fulfil that agreement. You that are not Feoffees shall have nothing to
do with the Charities.” Baines later said that he had in the meantime received legal advice
that the Commissioner could not force an arrangement for the Charity money to be “diverted
from its proper object,” namely the repair and adornment of the church. Ball “appealed to
him on the shocking violation of his honor. Mutual recriminations followed, and the meeting
separated in much anger and dissention.”
Furious that Baines had gone back on his word, and increasingly suspicious that the accounts
were not in as good order as they appeared, Ball determined to get to the bottom of the matter.
Approaching Michael Bayley again, he asked if he had kept a second, newer account book
which had never been shown to the Commissioner, and demanded to know who had
instructed him to copy entries from it into the older account book produced at the Inquiry.
Bayley admitted that there was such a book, and Rev. Baines had asked him to copy the
entries. Ball immediately wrote to the Commissioner, voicing his suspicions that the Book
shown at the Inquiry was not the book used by the new Feoffees, and had been “concocted to
deceive him.” The Commissioner called another meeting, to be held at the Town Hall,
Cambridge on 5th March, 1836, at which all the allegations would be dealt with.
At this meeting, it became clear that a new account book had indeed been started when the
new Feoffees were appointed in 1830, and only showed the money accrued from then on; the
large balance that Rev. Baines had been holding from previous years had not been carried
forward - and neither Rev. Baines nor Michael Bayley had mentioned its existence to the new
Feoffees. The Commissioner was clearly put out when this book was now put in front of him
for the first time. For one thing, it purported to show transactions from 1829, but when
examined by Edward Ball, was clearly written on paper watermarked 1831! Secondly, the old
book also contained entries covering the same years, 1829 - 1835, all apparently signed by the
Feoffees as having been checked each year. The Feoffees admitted they had no idea that the
old book - and the corresponding balance of over £400 - existed, until just before the Inquiry,
when it had first been shown to them by Rev. Baines.
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he Commissioner was also unimpressed by Baines’ explanation: that Michael Bayley had
made some mistakes in the new book, and the Feoffees had agreed to have the entries
transcribed into the old book and then to sign them as if verified each year since their
appointment; that the old book had been “upon the table and had been accessible” at all the
Feoffees’ meetings, and if any of the Feoffees were unaware of the large balance, it was because
of their “indifference and inattention to the matter.”
Rev. Baines was unable to give any reason for starting a new book in 1830: since there was
plenty of room in the old one, the accounts could merely have been continued. He observed
only that, as the money had been accrued before the new Feoffees took office, he thought
“they had no business with it.”
It further transpired that some time before the inquiry, John Peachey had become suspicious
of the way in which the Charity money had been administered and had called on Rev. Baines
with Soham solicitor Thomas Wilkin, asking to see the accounts. At first Rev. Baines refused
to show them, but “after some altercation” produced a book. This seemed to show that, far
from owing money to the Charities, the Charities owed money to Rev. Baines.
The Commissioner’s patience was further tried by Michael Bayley’s persistent evasion when
giving evidence, and had to threaten him with prosecution if he failed to give direct answers.
Bayley maintained throughout that he considered himself “the agent of Mr Baines and the
Feoffees, and always received his orders from Mr Baines.” Exasperated, the Commissioner
concluded the meeting by saying:
“I shall not prosecute this enquiry any further. I am exceedingly sorry that I ever
recommended any compromise of the matter. I did it from the misrepresentations that were
made to me about the accounts. My opinion is that it is a fit case for the Attorney-General
to prosecute, but I shall report the proceedings to the Board of Charity Commissioners and
they will determine what steps are to be taken.”

Naturally enough, great excitement was generated in Burwell by these events, and feelings
evidently ran high: one Sunday morning in about July, 1836, Rev. Baines was aghast to find
posters displayed outside a blacksmith’s forge adjoining the Congregational (High Town
Independent) chapel in the High Street. One of these - complete with spelling mistakes - said:
“It is the intention of several Gentlemen of Burwell to Petision Government to discharge Mr
Baines from his sacred office, as they think him unworthy to hold the situation ware there is
so great a Charity as at Burwell. This Petision will be ready for signiture in a few days wen it
is to be hoped it meet the approbation of every one who wishes to see the Charity money
appropriated to its proper use.
Yours,
an enemy to those who would rob widows and fatherless children.”

Naturally, Baines immediately blamed Ball: his solicitor’s statement, which formed part of the
evidence in the legal case, referred to it as “most injuriously calculated to do [him] a serious
injury in the minds and opinions of the less educated and intelligent of his parishioners.” Ball,
though, denied any involvement - it would surely not be in his interest to cause any further
deterioration in relations between himself and the Feoffees, one of whom was his own brotherin-law, Salisbury Dunn Jnr. Both Baines and Ball claimed in their evidence to have given
instructions for the posters to be removed.
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nstead, Ball approached Dr King, president of Queens’ College, Cambridge, asking him to
speak to Rev Baines in the capacity of arbitrator. Cambridge University was the owner of
the manor of St Mary’s, and was responsible for appointing the vicar, so would be a good
choice to act in this way, but Rev Baines refused to have anything to do with it.

In the meantime, the Board of Charity Commissioners was considering what action to take.
Two aspects of the case particularly disturbed them: first of all, they were mystified about why
Baines - apart from putting all the Charity money into his own account - had simply kept it
in the bank for so long, earning no interest, rather than investing it in order to increase it;
secondly, they could not understand the reason behind his actions in relation to a donation
made in his name to Addenbrooke’s Hospital. Up to the early 1820’s, the Feoffees had been
making an annual donation of 2 guineas a year [£2.10] a year, which entitled poor people in
the village to be treated there. In 1824, it was decided that a donation of 20 guineas [£21]
should be made, which would entitle the Feoffees to life membership, and guarantee hospital
treatment in perpetuity, without any further payment. This seemed like a sensible idea, but
the Board could not understand why Baines had taken out the membership in his own name,
and not in the name of the Feoffees. Accordingly, at a meeting on 27th May, 1836, they asked
for the £21 pounds back, but worse still, demanded 4% interest on all the money he had kept
in his account since 1829 - £159 in total. This only had the effect of hardening Baines’ resolve
not to give in, particularly when, after a rethink in June, 1836, they wrote to him again, asking
for 5% interest on all the money he had held in his account since 1820. This amounted to
some £310, a very considerable sum.

Baines refused to pay, and the case went to the Attorney-General. He was charged with
falsifying the accounts, failing to apply funds properly to charitable purposes and, in effect,
embezzlement, through retaining money in his own account and not using or investing it.
The Feoffees were even charged with complicity, having “consented to or connived at” Baines’
retention of the funds. The Attorney-General’s plan was that, at the same time as resolving
the case by retrieving the money - plus interest - Baines should be removed and a new set of
arrangements made for the future operation of the Charity.

Baines’ defence did not impress: he maintained that the proportion of the money which was
genuinely supposed to go to the poor was “of inconsiderable value,” and that “a much larger
sum” had been given than “has ever been produced in any year” by the profits from those parts
of the charity money that were not intended for church repairs. He had kept the money
handy, since it could, he said, have been required at short notice for repairs - evidence was,
indeed, heard from workmen who had been asked to give estimates for work as far back as
1830. Solomon Payne had quoted for work on the roof and pews in that year - “the lead
work,” he reported, “has wanted repair for 30 years and upwards”; William Danby for repairs
to the pews; and William Papworth for repairs to the pews and the roof, which, he said was
in a “very bad state.” Work on the pews would, according to Papworth’s estimate, have cost
£300, which Baines could have afforded, but nothing was done until 1836 - some months
after the Inquiry - and had to stop because of the legal action then taking place.
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aines’ lofty attitude - encouraged, no doubt, by his legal representatives - was not
calculated to elicit sympathy. At the opening of the case, his solicitor wrote: “I have no
hesitation in saying that I consider this to be as improper an Information as was ever put upon
the file of the Court of Chancery.”

An attempt was made to belittle Edward Ball - who was not yet Member of Parliament for the
County: Baines’ solicitor wrote in aggressive fashion to Francis Martin, the Commissioner,
expressing great surprise that he had “made a communication to a Mr Ball at Burwell, a Gent
who is a Miller and Brickmaker 6 days a week and a Dissenting Minister on the 7th.”

Referring, menacingly, to the possibility of libel, he continued:

“I am at a loss to understand how a communication should have been made at all, and most
particularly that such an individual should have been selected, being, in my judgement, of all
men the most improper one, who is certain to have prejudicial feelings towards the Clergyman
of the Parish and consequently well disposed to have the handle of any circumstance
calculated to wound the party or excite the worst passions of the lowest grade of Society.
Upon every count it is desirable that the Clergyman shall not be thus treated, for however high
his character may be for integrity or his conduct for example, still there always exists in every
parish persons opposed to the Church and who are ever ready to prey upon its Ministers.”

All of this cut no ice with the Court, although it took until the 1850’s for a series of decisions
to be made which finally relieved Rev Baines of any responsibility for the Charity money, and
outlined a new scheme within which the Feoffees would operate.

The existing Feoffees were cleared of responsibility, and retained their positions; of the nine
who were in office in 1830, however, 3 had died before the case began - William Shelverton,
John Wyatt and John Johnson - and 3 more - Salisbury Dunn Jnr, William Casburn and Lamb
Shelverton, together with Rev Baines himself - died before the judgement was made. The
remaining 3 - Robert Johnson, William Edmunds and Thomas Casburn Smyth - continued
in office, joined in June, 1855, by new Feoffees Edward and Thomas Ball, Henry and Thomas
Johnson, William Dunn and Thomas Lucas. The new vicar, Rev Cockshott, became the tenth
trustee, and at last order was restored to the administration of the Burwell Charities.

According to the judgement of the Court, their first duty - as originally suggested by Edward
Ball, and proposed by the Charity Commissioner 20 years before - was to establish a school
for poor children in the Old Guildhall; it was their investigation of the condition of this
building, and the cost of its repair that led to its demolition and the building of the Guildhall
that stands today.
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Low Rd/Hythe Lane Junction
F

acing north at this junction, with Low Road behind you, Hythe Lane leads to your left
towards the river, and to your right towards North Street

Two views of the Tollgate cottage, at the beginning and end of the 20th Century.
Photos: Left, CAS (Camb. Coll.); Right: A.Murkin
Opposite the end of Low Road, stands No. 8 Hythe Lane, the former Tollgate cottage, a late
18th century building “said to have been originally built as the toll office for the users of the
hythe (port).”95 It was only half its present size until the 19th century, when the west end was
added as accommodation for the administrator.
An attractive thatched cottage - with modern extension - stands on the left, at the junction
with Low Road. Now named ‘Hythe House’, it was previously known as ‘Stank House’,
‘stank’ meaning ditch or pool.

Hythe Lane
Turning right towards North Street, on the left in this part of Hythe Lane stood a celebrated
well, the water from which was not only considered especially good for tea-making and beerbrewing, but reputed to be a fertility aid: women who drank it “more often than not had
twins, and the twins were male.”96
95 Discovering Burwell, Walk 4
96 Dr Charles Lucas, The Fenman’s World
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t the top end of Hythe Lane, the Fox inn - recorded as an alehouse as long ago as 1764 is in front of you. Part of this building dates from the early 17th century, but was given
an extension on the side away from the road in the 18th century which, in turn, was rebuilt
in the middle of the 19th century. On what is now the car park, there was once a low building
used at one time by a religious sect, then as storage for fruit and later as a fish and chip shop.97

The Fox. Photo: A.Murkin

Henry Gazham (Gazzam, or Gazam) was landlord here from 1764 - 1791, followed by various
members of the Gittos family: John, 1792 - 1823; Lucy, 1823; John, 1824 - 1825; and Eliza,
1826. Later in 1826 William Danby took over.98 Pigot’s and Kelly’s Directories show William
Danby (editions from 1830 - 1847), Thomas Clarke (1864 and 1865 editions), Reuben
Bullen (1875, in which year Isaac Bullen was also listed as ‘beer retailer’), Henry Mingay
(1883), Caroline Hills (1892), Thomas Nicholls (1896 - 1916), Frederick Sammons (1922)
and Edward Sayers (1929 - 1937).99 For a long time in later years the pub was run by the
Davis family: Tony Davis - whose father and grandfather preceded him - retired with his wife,
June, in 1990.
97 A. F. Gathercole, Clunch, Nov 1981
98 County Records Office
99 Pigot: 1830, 1839; Kelly: 1847, 1864, 1865, 1875, 1883, 1896, 1900, 1916, 1922, 1929, 1933, 1937
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lthough the metric litre is more commonly used these days, pubs still use the pint as the
standard measure for beer. In the Imperial system, 5 fluid ounces is a gill (pronounced
‘Jill’); 4 gills (20 fluid ounces) is a pint; 2 pints is a quart, and 4 quarts (8 pints) is a gallon.
A pint is about 0.57 litres, and a gallon is about 4.55 litres. Until quite recently, the standard
measurement of spirits in pubs was 1/6 gill, but here, as in most other areas, the litre has taken
over. Petrol used to be sold by the gallon, and although it has long been sold in litres, many
drivers still think in gallons, and talk about ‘miles per gallon’ rather than ‘kilometres per litre’.
For larger quantities of, for example, beer, 31.5 gallons is a barrel, and 2 barrels (63 gallons)
is a hogshead.
The pint and quart are also measures of volume in dry weight - the kind of measurement
farmers need for grain. 8 quarts is a peck, and 4 pecks is a bushel. Another pub, called the
Bushel, stood opposite the Fox here until the mid 1960’s. The expression ‘to hide your light
under a bushel’ means hiding your talents.

N

ext to the Fox, No. 4 North Street, a newsagents, was once a fish shop, then Frederick
Goldspink’s butcher’s shop in the 1920’s and 30’s; also in the 1930’s Mrs Lilian
Goldspink ran a draper’s here.100 In 1922, when it was still a fishmonger’s, the 1st Burwell
Scout Troop was formed, and met in a barn behind the shop.
100 Kelly’s Directory, 1929, 1933, 1937

Mr Goldspink outside his butcher’s shop, in the 1920’s. Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)
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n the opposite side, north of the Hythe Lane junction - and thus in North Street - are
two shops: on the corner , No 1 North Street, now Burwell Fireplaces, formerly a grocer’s
shop run by Mrs Bridgeman and later Mrs Hall; and next to it, No 3, further along North
Street, the Cooperative Stores. The Bridgemans had been shopkeepers in the village for a long
time: Kelly’s Directory lists Robert Bridgeman in 1916, and Walter from 1922 - 1937. Also a
shopkeeper in North Street in 1937 is Miss Kathleen Bridgeman. Mike Pike ran the shop as
‘Mike’s Mace’ from 1984 until his retirement in 1992; under new ownership, it was kept open
as a similar store for a further year, finally closing at the end of March, 1983.101

T

he Coop, formerly a shop known simply as ‘The Stores’, is first
mentioned in Kelly’s Directory in 1896, when the manager was George
Hanton.
It was here that the original tree-lined Causeway path
ended, the trees being planted in the form of a cross.
The area was known as ‘Crosstree’ or ‘Crosstrees’ at
least up until the Second World War.

101 Newmarket Journal, 1st April, 1983

Two views of the Coop, separated
by about 50 years.
Above: in the early years of the
20th Century.
Photo: Camb. Coll.
Right: in the 1960’s.
Photo: Frith Collection (Camb.
Coll.)
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t the end, facing down North Street, stood another pub, the Bushel, although this
building was demolished in 1967. Stephen Turner is listed as a ‘beer retailer’ here (at
‘Crosstree’) in Kelly’s Directory, 1929, and before that, although the location is not specified,
in 1916 and 1922.
In 1933, Mrs Ethel Turner had taken over this business, and in 1937 appears as landlady of
the Bushel. Other Turners listed as ‘beer retailers’ were William, from the 1864 edition of
Kelly’s until 1900, and Robert, in 1896 and 1900.

The top of North Street. Top: The Bushel in the 1960’s. Photo: Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)
Bottom: The pair of shops which stood on the west side of the street, pictured early in the 20th
Century, both of which have now been replaced by more modern buildings. Photo: Camb. Coll.
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6. Burwell House.
7. The Fertilizer factory on the
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9
North Street
A

ccording to one writer, North Street was usually known by villagers in the 1920’s and 30’s
as Down Street1, but the name North Street is very much older than this. In the records
of Ramsey Abbey, it appears as ‘Northstrete’ in 1427, and ‘North Street’ in 1442. A
distinctive feature of this street is the arrangement of the houses, the majority of which are
built ‘side-on’ to the road. At the time they were built - most now remaining are from the in
the 16th to 18th centuries - the river was evidently equally as important to the residents for
access as the road was. Although there were a number of business located here which were
connected with the river, the layout of the houses is, according to one writer:

“the expression of an economy in which a boat is a domestic necessity, and the end-on
arrangement of the houses is the logical response to a heavy demand for individual access to
the lode, and by means of it to the various common resources of the fen. The arrangement is
altogether different from one in which the emphasis is mercantile.”2

1 Dr Charles Lucas, The Fenman’s World
2 P. Eden, Waterways of the Fens
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Aerial view of North Street, showing:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Newnham
Junction with Causeway & Hythe Lane
New Road
Burwell House
Anchor Path
The ‘Anchor’
Junction with Toyse Lane
Junction with Silver Street
Junction with Dyson’s Drove

Photography by Cambridge University Collection of Air Photographs
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alking down North Street, you first pass Brown’s the Coal Merchant, No 7, formerly
known as the ‘Central Service Station’.3 Before Brown’s bought the business n the
1960’s, the proprietor was Maj. W.A.C. Mascord. In the 19th Century it was a farmhouse,
then a doctor’s residence and surgery, and then a farmhouse and dairy. Two lock-up shops
were built by the owner at this time and used by a chemist, before he moved to the site in the
High Street now occupied by an Antique shop. The Reeves, who owned the Fish and Chip
shop in the High Street, had another business here, from which they delivered orders to the
village - at first on a handcart, later with a pony and trap. The shops here have since been
demolished, but the former farmhouse is currently used as an office by Brown’s. Their store
next door was once a cobbler’s.4

Brown’s business itself was started by
Percy Brown, who had premises at
various times in Silver Street and
Bunting’s Path. Percy’s son, Ernest,
continued the company, followed in
turn by his son, John. 5
No 19, on the left, was one of a group of
cottages known as Barnes’ Yard. In 1971
one of these became ‘Pandora’s Box’, a
shop selling babies’ and children’s
clothes, ladies dresses, and knitting
yarns.6

Advertisements for businesses at No. 7 North Street from
(above left) the History of St Mary’s Church, in the
1950’s, (avove right) the History of the Parish Church
of St, Mary, 1961, and (below left) St. Mary’s Parish
Magazine, 1974.

On the right-hand side, is Swan Alley, a
path leading to Silver Street.
3 Yates’ County Directory of Cambridge, 1963, 1965, 1967, 1970
4 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, Nov 1981; Dorothy Grainger, Clunch, July 1983
5 Cambridge Evening News, 14th July, 1993
6 Clunch, Jan 1976; Nov 1981
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No. 12, on the right, is Oak Farm, a late 16th/early 17th century listed building, described,
when advertised for sale in 1984, as “a picture postcard cottage of immense character and
charm.”7 It has a wooden frame - possibly of old ships’ timbers - and an unusual roof of cedar
shingles. Of the 17 windows, there are leaded, sash, hinged, fixed, wood frame and metal
frame: only 3 wood and 3 metal windows are the same.8 The farmyard itself has now been
built on. In the 1960’s, a cigarette vending machine was fixed to the outside of the building
- not an unusual sight in those days, but quite unthinkable now.
Further along the street, on the left, is No. 29, ‘The Grange’, formerly Clarke’s hairdresser’s,
and, from the late 1970’s ‘Hair a Fare’. It was once larger, but one room was removed from
the east end when the road was straightened.

O

pposite, for many years stood the well-known local firm of G. E. Palmer & Son, now
Southgate of Newmarket. From 1929 to 1994, when he retired, the head of the firm
was Ernie Palmer, who moved to the village in 1909. His father started a wheelwright’s
business in 1921, which, when he died in 1928, Ernie took over. Despite the reduction over
the years in the need for wagons and carts, Palmer’s continued throughout their existence to
include this trade in their advertisements.

At one time, especially before the advent of the motor car - but also long after - this was, like
the blacksmith’s, one of a village’s vitally important businesses. Kelly’s Directory first lists the
firm in 1933, as well as “E. Palmer, Newnham” in 1929. Before Palmer’s, Pigot’s and Kelly’s
Directories record wheelwrights William Bridgeman in editions from 1830 - 1847; William
Danby from 1830 - 1883; Henry Martin from 1830 - 1864; William Martin from 1875 1900; and Percy Martin in 1916 and 1922. Other tradesmen in the village whose work was
related to carpentry were coopers [barrel-makers] Thomas Eaton in 1830 and 1839, and John
Eaton in 1839, and 1847.9
In 1929 Ernie’s son Eric, who later played a leading role in the business, was born. In 1934
the firm was expanded to include work as Funeral Directors, and in 1935 as Builders.
Together with Goodchilds and Fuller & Blackwell’s, they were responsible for an enormous
amount of house-building which took place in the village before and after the Second World
War. Before the building side of the business ceased in 1993, they also undertook church
maintenance, not only in Burwell, but also in Swaffham Prior, Bottisham and Quy.10

A

little further along, also on
the right, is the former
Primitive Methodist chapel, not
used as a religious meeting place
for over half a century, having
closed in 1939.

7 Clark Turner, Sales Particulars, April 16, 1984
8 Ophir Catling [a former owner], Clunch, May 1984
9 Pigot: 1830, 1839; Kelly: 1847, 1864, 1875, 1883,
1896, 1900, 1916, 1922, 1929, 1933, 1937
10 Clunch, Jan, 1994

Right: the Primitive Methodist
chapel. Photo: A.Murkin
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T

he Primitive Methodists were “commonly called Ranters”, according to an 1863 report11
(although how commonly, and by whom, it does not say!) The newspaper rather sniffily
reports on a “camp meeting” held at the chapel here:

“Like most gatherings of this nature, we regret to learn that it ended in a sad scene of
drunkenness and disorder.”
The building here was, shortly after the Second World War, used by a firm called Corrugated
Fittings - forerunners of the Box Factory in Reach Road - before they moved further down
North Street to No. 105. The firm was started by Mr A. R. Paske, who paid 7/6 [37p] a week
rent for the chapel building,12 which is now used for storage.
Somewhere in this area stood one of the oldest buildings in the village - a monk’s cell,
described by Dr Charles Lucas as being on the west side of the street, opposite ‘Tower’s
Lane’.13 It was said to have been built in 1420. According to Dr Lucas, it consisted of one
room “eight or ten feet [3m] square, with a Gothic window facing east.” Part of the “cusped
Perpendicular window”, he says, can be seen built on either end of a wall.”
On your right is New Road, a short lane which joins North Street with Silver Street, which
runs more or less parallel. It was created in the 1890’s when local resident George Colchester
wanted to take over a footpath which ran alongside his property, Burwell House, a little
further along the street. He offered to provide a road in exchange for the footpath, and
permission was granted in 1898. Only one objection is recorded, from Charles Hunt, whose
property then lay opposite the old footpath.14

O

n the left, opposite New Road, is a one-storey building with a pantiled roof, No. 35.
Inside, a beam over the fireplace bears the date 1587. This building was formerly the
Queen’s Arms pub, closed in 1969. The name of the pub has been perpetuated by the Queens’
Arms Football Club, founded at the pub in 1967, and playing in the Cambridge Sunday
League. When the pub closed, the team moved its headquarters to the King William IV, on
the corner of the Causeway and Ness Road. Throughout, home games have been played at
Burwell Recreation Ground.
“The Club has won practically every conceivable honour . . . While relying upon local
residents for support, the Club ploughs a great deal back by supporting the youth of the
village and by donating money annually to local charities.”15
11 Cambridge Chronicle, 25th June, 1873
12 Independent Press & Chronicle, Feb 2nd, 1962
13 op. cit
14 Burwell Vestry Minute Book, July 27th, 1897;
December 28th, 1897; March 29th, 1898
15 Clunch, Jan 1976

In the early 20th Century this barn
stood in the grounds of the Queen’s
Arms. Photo: CAS (Camb. Coll.)
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Burwell’s other football team, Burwell Swifts, was formed in the 1930’s.
The first landlord of the Queen’s Arms listed in Kelly’s Directory is Edward Goodchild, in 1937,
although he is also recorded as a ‘beer retailer’ in 1929 and 1933. At the time of its closure,
the pub was being run by Wally and Jean Fuller, who then moved to the King William.16
No. 51, on the left, was at one time a baker’s, later a butcher’s, and then a general store. For
a long time it was known as ‘Dunnett and Fuller’s’. The area behind the shop was an
unloading point for river barges, known as ‘Retail Yard’.17 After the general store closed, right
at the end of the 1970’s, it was opened as a cycle shop by William Hunter. At the time of
writing18, it is empty, undergoing conversion to a private house.
No. 53, belonging to Priory Farm, was described at the time
of the farm’s sale in November, 1968, as ‘Burwell Corn Store,
Drying Plant and Potato Stores’.19 Florence Doe, who lived
in the village for about 10 years from 1894, when she was
born, remembers going down to the farm to fetch milk. At
this time it was owned by George Colchester.20

O

pposite this, behind a long brick wall, is Burwell House, privately owned up to 1965,
now a residential education centre. The building mostly dates from the early 19th
Century: reset in the gable, on the side nearest the street, are two date-slabs: ‘SD 1787’ and
‘EBA 1822’, this latter for Edward and Ann Ball. SD may be for Salisbury Dunn - the second
generation by this name - Ann’s father.

The grounds of Burwell House.
Inset: the former Dunnett & Fuller’s shop.
Photos: A.Murkin

16 Cambridge Evening News, 31st March, 1976
17 Wally Ware, Clunch, May 1980
18 Jan 1999
19 Cheffins, Grain & Chalk, Sales Catalogue, 14th Nov, 1968
20 Clunch, May 1981
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From 1858 - 1873 Burwell House was owned by William Dunn, and from 1873 by George
Townsend. By about 1875, another member of the Ball family was in residence - Thomas
Ball, son of Edward and co-owner of the local artificial fertilizer business, Colchester and
Ball.21 Ball sold the property to a Mr Sly; George Colchester, newly married, bought it from
him in 1879 and set about renovating it “in the image of his old house ‘Springfield’ at
Ipswich.”22 Whilst in Ipswich, as well as acquiring his expertise in the coprolite industry - on
which the artificial fertilizer business was based - Colchester had developed an interest in
Geology. He was elected a Fellow of the Geological Society of London, and built up a
valuable collection of minerals and fossils which, when he moved to Burwell, he gave to
Ipswich Museum.23 He and his wife remained in Burwell for over 40 years, but in November,
1921, Mrs Colchester announced to the Parish Council - of which she was Vice-Chairman that they were leaving the village.24 In December, 1922, Burwell House was sold, and within
2 years the Colchesters had moved to India.25

The house stood empty for some years, but was eventually bought by Brigadier-General
William Ward Warner and his wife, Clarice, who are recorded as owners in 1929.26 They had
a London residence in fashionable Chester Square, Belgravia, but used Burwell House for 3
months a year, and during the racing season. The Brigadier-General himself was the second
Member of Parliament to live at Burwell House: he was M.P. for mid-Bedfordshire from 1924
- 1929.27
21 Richardson, op. cit.
22 Clunch, July 1990
23 Clunch, July 1990
24 Parish Council Minutes, Nov 17th, 1921
25 Clunch, July 1990
26 Kelly’s Directory
27 Who’s Who of British Members of Parliament, Vol III, 1919 - 1945

Above: the front of Burwell House.
Photo: A.Murkin
Facing Page: the sunken garden at
Burwell House in the 1960’s. Photo:
Frith Collection (Camb. Coll.)
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When Brigadier-General and Mrs Warner left, the house was bought by local farmer, George
Webb as a present for his wife, Ivy. The Webbs lived at Berkeley House, close to Pound Hill,
and George refused to move, so it was not until his death in 1934 that his wife and 6 children
came to live here.28 Kelly’s Directory shows Edmund Burnside as resident here in 1937, but
the last private owner was Turf Accountant Laurie Wallis, creator of the sunken garden in the
grounds of the house,29 and was reputed to throw “lavish parties for his friends from the world
of horse racing.”30 In the garden are mediaeval masonry fragments, including a gargoyle in
the shape of a lion.
The most well-known Warden of Burwell House was Mike Pike, who arrived here as Deputy
Warden in 1969. From February the following year, he was responsible for the newly-created
Phoenix Youth Club, and in 1972 became Burwell House Warden. An influential local figure,
he was for some years editor of Clunch, the Burwell Community Magazine, a position he took
over from the first holder of this office, Rev. Ian Secrett. Seeking a new direction in 1984, he
took on the running of the Mace store in North Street.31 He has only recently - on the
occasion of his 70th birthday - retired from his position on the board of trustees of the Burwell
Museum.
The Antique shop, ‘Sefton House’, No. 57, which has the date
1706 over the door, was at one time a corn chandler’s and
sweetshop. Unusually, for this part of the village, the house is
not ‘side-on’, but faces the street. It was named Sefton House
in 1936 when it was bought by a couple named Barton, who
ran first a second-hand furniture shop, then an antiques
business. It is popularly believed that the building has in the
past also been a milliners shop and even a pub. There seems to
be little or no evidence that the house had either of these
functions, although a large quantity of 18th Century hat
moulds were found “walled up in a cupboard in one of the
bedrooms.”32
No. 59 was formerly Blackwell’s Coal Yard. Kelly’s Directory shows Albert Blackwell operating
here from 1896, and Walter Blackwell from 1933.
28 Newmarket Journal, 9th March, 1989
29 Richardson, op. cit.
30 Newmarket Journal, 9th March, 1989
31 Clunch, May 1985
32 Clunch, March, 1979
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The Ball Family
F

or over a century, beginning in the early Victorian period, the Ball family was one of the
most influential in the village. Closely associated with the High Town Independent
(Congregationalist) church, successive generations owned land and property here, and ran
businesses connected with farming, brick-making, artificial fertilizer manufacture and the
river trade. Both before and after the creation of the Parish Council in 1894, family members
sat on committees which organised aspects of village life, most notably in the creation in 1846
of the British School, which was later to become the Village College.

EDWARD Ball, son of Richard Ball and Elizabeth (née Thwaites), was born about 1793,
although not in the village - he came to Burwell when he married his first wife, Ann Dunn,
daughter of local landowner Salisbury Dunn, here in 1816. According to a newspaper article,
Reminiscences of the Ball Family, written on the occasion of his son’s death in 1896, his name
“as a merchant, as an agriculturist, and as a local preacher, became ‘a household word’ and he
commanded respect far and near.” 33

Described by Dr Charles Lucas as “the celebrated tenant-farmers’ representative,”34 he was
Conservative Member of Parliament for Cambridgeshire for 10 years from July 10th, 1852.
One of the major political debates of this period was the question of ‘Protectionism’, and it
was this subject which brought Edward Ball to prominence. Protectionism - the opposite of
‘Free Trade’ - means protecting a country’s industries by taxing or limiting imports. The most
famous British example was the 1815 Corn Law which allowed foreign imports of wheat only
after domestic prices reached a very high level - a law which benefited farmers and landowners,
but resulted in high bread prices at a time of considerable economic and social disruption
following the Battle of Waterloo - the end of the war against Napoleon.35 Feelings ran high
in the debate on the pros and cons of such legislation, an ‘Anti-Corn Law League’ was formed
in 1839, and the Corn Laws were finally repealed in 1846. Ball had made many speeches in
favour of Protectionism, and when at about this time, occurred the death of a local MP, there
was “an almost unanimous cry of ‘Ball for the County!’”36
“Public meetings were convened at Cambridge, Ely, and other places to consider who would
be best to send to Parliament as the exponent of Protection, and Mr Ball, who up to this time
had never dreamed of the honor that was being offered to him, deemed it his duty to place
himself in the hands of the agricultural interests, and we now find him a representative of a
very large and important constituency.” 37
33 J. H. Clements, The Late Mr Salisbury Ball; Reminiscences of the Ball Family, 1896, source N/K
34 The Fenman’s World
35 Grolier Multimedia Encyclopedia
36 J. H. Clements, ibid.
37 J. H. Clements, ibid.
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A

ccording to contemporary newspapers, his victory was a popular one in Burwell. On his
return to the village after his election success, he was greeted with “music, flags and
banners,” and “the Church bells also gave him a merry peal.” One “warm-hearted gentleman”
was heard to say: “Ah! We shall have some better goings on among them great Parliamentary
folks now we’ve got our Ball amongst ‘em.”38 The Cambridge Chronicle of July 24th, 1852,
reports:

“A most gratifying and unexpected reception awaited the honourable member, Mr Ball, upon
his return to Burwell, on the evening of the day of the election. A large concourse of the
inhabitants, in testimnoy of the respect universally entertained for him, marched out in
procession, with colours and a band of music, and after waiting patiently for about two hours,
saluted the honourable member upon his approach with deafening shouts of enthusiastic
congratulation. The horses having been taken, or rather forced, from his carriage, the
honourable member was escorted in triumph to his residence, where he addressed the
multitude in a most eloquent speech; and thus ended a day which will ever be remembered in
the annals of Burwell.”

In 1852, when Ball was first elected, the Conservatives narrowly defeated the Liberals, the
other major party at that time, gaining 331 seats to the Liberals 323.39 The Conservatives,
however, were split on several questions, including the repeal of the Corn Laws, which left the
party divided into ‘Protectionists’ and ‘Peelites’, followers of the reformist Party leader, Sir
Robert Peel. In the event, after the 1852 election the 45 Conservative Peelites formed a
coalition with the Liberals, and in the two subsequent elections, the Liberals gained an
outright victory, by 373 seats to 281 in 1857, and 347 seats to 301 in 1859,40 so Ball was
destined to spend his Parliamentary years in Opposition.

True to his word, though, he lost no time in making his voice heard in the House. In his
maiden speech in November, 1852, in the customary debate following the Queen’s Speech, he
affirmed that:
“he stood in that House just as much a Protectionist as he had been on the hustings before his
constituents (hear, hear). He had the honour to appear in that House because he had
advocated the principle of Protection, and the very fact of his having a seat in Parliament
proved how permanently and universally that principle had taken root in the part of the
country in which he resided . . . why was he to abandon the views that he had professed?
(Hear, hear). Why was he to stand up in that House to be the advocate of principles that he
had repudiated out of that House? (Cheers from the Opposition). He repeated that he was a
Protectionist, and so long as his flag floated he would fight under it (cheers).”41

38 Cambridge Independent Press, 24th July, 1952
39 European Political Facts, 1848 - 1918, Chris Cook and John Paxton
40 Cook and Paxton, op. cit.
41 Cambridge Independent Press, 13th Nov, 1852
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“Thus,” says the writer of the Reminiscences, “we have the village preacher brought into
contact with the greatest political celebrities of the House of Commons.”
“He was, emphatically, a ‘Rupert of Debate.’ On whatever subject he spoke he always
commanded attention, and secured the admiration of his political supporters, and the respect
of his opponents; and his speeches always found favour with the Reporters’ Gallery, for they
were given in full, a compliment withheld from many of the non. members, who ‘caught the
Speaker’s eye,’ but not the admiration of the Press.”42

According to Dr Lucas, his famous speech, in which he said he would “enfurl himself in the
banner of Protection, and die on the floor of the house,” is “even now [1930] quoted.”43
On other issues, however, he was at odds with his Party, voting - according his conscience, and
at the expense of offending some of his supporters - in favour of the admission of Jews to
Parliament, the ending of purchasing positions in the Army, and the abolition of Church
Rates.44
Having acquitted himself well, he accepted the ‘Chiltern Hundreds’ in 1863.45 In other
words, he resigned. Under parliamentary law, M.P.’s are not allowed to resign directly, but if
they wish to do so before an election is called, may apply for an ‘office of profit’ - a paid job
- under the Crown, tenure of which automatically disqualifies them from their seat in the
House of Commons. As it happens, the offices of steward or bailiff of Her Majesty’s three
Chiltern Hundreds of Stoke, Desborough and Burnham, and steward of the Manor of
Northstead are just such positions - although in actual fact they have ceased to exist.
Traditionally, therefore, an M.P. intending to resign or retire - and Edward Ball was 70 in 1863
- makes an application for the Chiltern Hundreds job to the Chancellor of the Exchequer; the
application is accepted, and the member may no longer attend the House.46
Edward Ball died on November 9th, 1865. “By his death,” wrote his son, Thomas, later, “the
British School has lost its staunchest friend and helper. He had often come to its help in time
of need. He had many friends in London, and he often brought home with him liberal
contributions towards the school funds. Of him it can truly be said, ‘He tried to be a friend
to all, and to none more than the British School.’”47 He was also responsible for the building
of a new chapel in Reach in 1863, and preached there himself.48 As a preacher, he had “a
commanding presence” and “a sonorous and varied delivery.” His sermons were “of
unadorned eloquence,” being “eminently simple” and “adapted for all sorts of conditions of
hearers.”49 In the Congregational chapel, where he had often preached, a marble tablet was
erected, with the inscription:
“His name will be held in esteem by all those who have an appreciation of what a man should
be.”50

42 J. H. Clements, ibid.
43 Lucas, op. cit.
44 J. H. Clements, ibid.; Cambridge News, 9th Nov, 1965
45 Who’s Who of British Members of Parliament, Vol I, 1832 - 1885
46 An Encyclopaedia of Parliament, Norman Wilding and Philip Laundy
47 T.T. Ball, The Rise and Progress of the Burwell British School
48 T.T. Ball, The Life and Labours of the Late James Smith
49 J. H. Clements, ibid.
50 J. H. Clements, ibid.
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At the time of his death in 1865, he was a very wealthy man, with a large amount of land and
property to his name in various parts of the village. Amongst 25 lots auctioned at the White
Hart Hotel, Newmarket, on the 17th July 1866 were the family home, Burwell House,
occupied at that time by his son Thomas (T.T.) Ball at the “low rent” of £50 a year; the land
and buildings opposite, described as a “Merchant’s Yard,” which included “a convenient
Counting House, a Retail Flour Shop, and Granary over; Foreman’s cottage, Coach-house,
and Stables for nine horses, Yard and Orchard, extending to Burwell Lode [the Weirs], with a
good Wharf next thereto, and extensive Warehouses, Granaries, and Stable.”; Priory Farm,
next door to the Merchant’s Yard; Burnt Yard, further down North Street, past the Anchor,
which included “a new brick-built and slated House . . . part of a Malting and Granary over,
occupied by Mr Ephraim Jennings; five Tenements occupied by William Bell, John Bell, Mrs
Horsley, Henry Symonds and Stephen Warren; and two other detached tenements occupied
by John Brown and James Clark, with Yard and Garden”; New Zealand Farm, close to the
junction of the High Town Drove and Reach Lode, and land at nearby Pout Hall; Goose Hall
Farm, in the Fen, beyond the northern end of the village, and the neighbouring Brickworks,
in its early years of production.51
Edward and Ann had 5 children: 3 boys and 2 girls. Of their sons, the eldest, EDWARD,
born in 1818, lived only until 1822. RICHARD, born in Walthamstow in 1819, and his wife
Elizabeth spent some time in Australia where the two eldest of their 8 children were born.
Described in the 1861 census as a coprolite [artificial fertilizer] and manure merchant, he
started the brick-making business which later flourished in Factory Drove. His brother
THOMAS THWAITES (his paternal grandmother’s maiden name), born in 1822, was a
partner in the coprolite concern, and later opened the factory on the Lode, opposite the
brickworks.
After Ann’s death in 1824, Edward married again. He and his second wife - also Ann - had
7 children: 5 boys and 2 girls. WILLIAM, born in 1832, was, unfortunately, mentally
handicapped and unable to take a role in the family firm, but by the time of the 1871 census,
SALISBURY, born in 1836, is established as a farmer and landowner. Thomas is described
then as a coprolite merchant, and Richard a corn and marine merchant, changes which no
doubt took place on the death of their father in 1865, and a redistribution of responsibilities
for the family businesses.
Soon after this, however, Richard and his family left the village. This must have been in late
1875 or early 1876: from July 1847, Richard regularly attended meetings of the Burwell
Drainage and Navigation Board as an elected Commissioner representing smaller fen
landowners, and the last meeting at which he was present was in November, 1875. In July,
1901, his son, Richard Marsters Ball - then about 45 - is described in the minutes of a later
meeting as his “heir-at-law . . . living in the United States.”52 Richard died in July, 1895, in
Minneapolis, Minnesota, but Thomas retained his home in the village until his death - in
Lowestoft in 1901 - although all of his children who survived him had moved abroad to South
Africa, Australia and New Zealand. 53 William - recorded in the 1881 census as a lodger of
Henry Martin, the carrier, and his wife, Susan - died unmarried in 1908, leaving Salisbury’s
branch of the family to maintain the presence of the Ball name in the village. His son,
(FREDERICK) EUSTACE (1869 - 1932) and grandson, NOEL (1901 - 1961) lived here at
Parsonage Farm.
51 Particulars of Sale, C.M. Bidwell, Land Agents and Auctioneers
52 Burwell Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
53 Ball Family Tree, by H. & C. Bamber; http://www.ballfamilyrecords.co.uk
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Edward, both his wives and a number of their children are buried in the churchyard of the
Meeting House (Congregational or High Town Independent chapel) in the High Street.
Of Edward and his second wife’s daughters, SARAH, born in 1827, played a prominent part
in the founding of the British School - which later became the Village College - by persuading
her influential father of its great value to the village. Sadly, she died, on October 26th, 1845,
just 6 months before the school opened for the first time. Her brother, Thomas, writing in
1896, records her contribution thus:
“Miss Sarah Ball had long suffered ill-health, and consumption gradually weakened her frame
and reduced her strength. She was always of a strong religious turn of mind, and ever zealous
in every good word and work: friends watched her anxiously, for they saw that although her
mind was strong, her energy and effort to do good unabated, her bodily strength was weaker,
and she was gradually wasting away. Just as the foundation stone of the school was about to
be laid, Miss Sarah Ball, on October 26th, 1845, died and from her grave was dug the
foundation-stone, her name cut out on it, the date and year, and this became the foundationstone, ‘well and truly laid,’ on which for 50 years has rested the Burwell British School.” 54

North Street/Anchor Path
Junction
A

t this junction, facing to the north along North Street, the Anchor pub is on your left.
Originally built in the 17th century, it was partly rebuilt in the 19th. A lane beside the
pub leads down to a bridge over the river. The 1958 Ordnance Survey map shows several
boathouses to the right of the bridge; earlier maps also show some to the left. The pub
gardens, to the left of the lane, go right down to the river, where boats are often moored in
the summer.

F

rom 1764 - 1766, Amos Boons (or Bore) was landlord here, followed by Thomas Eaton,
1767 - 1769; John Cracknell, 1780 - 1781; John Gittas (Gittos), 1782 - 1792; Joseph
Manning, 1793 - 1815; Elizabeth Manning, 1816 - 1818; Joseph Finch, 1819 - 1823; and
Jonathan Green from 1824. (C.R.O.) Pigot’s and Kelly’s Directories show Jonathan Green in
the edition of 1830, Mary Durrant (1839), Henry Davey (editions from 1847 - 1896, a span
of almost 50 years!), Sophia Davey (1900), Thomas Aldritt (1916), George Ridgeon (1922)
and Harry Wright (1929 -1937). 55

54 T.T. Ball, The Rise and Progress of the Burwell British School
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O

n the opposite side of the road is another 17th century building, Shenstone House, No.
48, an early 17th century farmhouse, with an early 18th century addition. On the street
side can be seen wall-anchors with the initials ‘I’ and ‘P’.

Above: Shenstone House
Below: North Street, looking north, early in
the 20th Century, with the Anchor on the left,
and Shenstone House on the right. Photos:
CAS (Camb. Coll.)

55 Pigot: 1830, 1839; Kelly: 1847, 1864, 1875, 1883, 1896, 1900,
1916, 1922, 1929, 1933, 1937
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North Street
N

o. 69, on the left, was formerly a butcher’s
shop, run by Roger Fuller, at one time Parish
Council Chairman. The business was started by
Roger’s father at premises elsewhere in North Street,
and continued until Roger and his wife Dorothy
retired in 1981.

Behind Nos 69 - 71 was Burnt Yard. On the north
side of the Yard was one of Burwell’s many
maltings, later converted into cottages. In the mid-19th century the coal yard here was owned
by Edward Ball and Richard Bailey. It stood immediately north of a river basin known as ‘The
Slip’. Originally 25 metres long and 10 metres wide, but now largely filled in, it reached
almost as far as North Street, and was traditionally associated with barge-building. Prentice’s
barge-building business was here until 1936, although from about 1920 onwards they only
carried out repairs, rather than continuing to build new boats. Florence Doe, born in the
village in 1894, recalls that when she was a child the Salvation Army used to come and hold
meetings in a barn here, and the barn was burned down one night after a meeting.56

A

ll along North Street, the link between the buildings and the river is of great importance.
This is the way that goods were transported in bulk in and out of the village, and
advertisements when these properties came up for sale in the 19th Century always stressed the
considerable benefits of this situation. For example, from the Cambridge Chronicle of 12th
June, 1812, under the heading “Eligible situation for a Merchant”:
“. . . substantial Dwelling-House with Dairy, brewhouse and other offices adjoining, a large
barn . . . These premises are most advantageously situated for any person wishing to embark
in any mercantile concern, a cut from the navigation coming up within a few yards of the
barn.”

and, also from the Cambridge Chronicle of 5th November, 1813:
“Merchant’s Yard . . . [house and] fittings up for stowage of a considerable quantity of coals;
the whole adjoining a cut from the river Cam. Goods are landed at a mere trivial expense,
and from its locality it has for many years, and must always continue to command a very
considerable trade in the mercantile line, which there is every possibility of being considerably
added to, by the early prospect of an uninterrupted water communication with the
metropolis.”

Again later, a farmhouse and granary is advertised as having land which “runs down to the
Weirs and communicates with the Load , which makes this a very desirable situation for a
merchant.” (Cambridge Chronicle, 16th July, 1824); and, when a pub called the Red Lion was
sold, it was said to have “an Orchard adjoining the end of which is a Landing-Place for Coals,
Timber, Deals etc., from the river Cam, and direct communication by water to the Port of
Lynn.” (Cambridge Chronicle, 16th January, 1841).
56 Clunch, May 1981
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Evidence that boats operated commercially in the area in this period comes from newspaper
ads such as these, also from the Cambridge Chronicle:

“ . . . a gang of lighters, the property of Nathan Cropley, Burwell, as he is going
to decline the business . . . FIVE LIGHTERS and a HORSE BOAT.”
(12th March, 1813)
“ . . . a capital gang of lighters, Boats, Ropes, Rigging, etc. in excellent
condition; and alsoa capital useful HORSE, Harness, etc., etc.
(25th December, 1829)
“ . . . valuable GANG of NINE LIGHTERS, a horse boat with all the
Materials; also THREE excellent WATRE HORSES now in constant work,
late the property of Mr JOHN WYATT, deceased of Burwell.”
(13th June, 1834)

J

erusalem Yard, on the right, immediately before the Baptist Chapel, where No 50A and
50B North Street now stand, also had maltings. Jerusalem Garden is said to have been a
Jewish burial ground. In the reign of Henry II a collection of money in connection with the
Jews, was made at Bottisham and also at Holm. Although the location of ‘Holm’ has not been
identified, Exning Holme lies just outside the boundary of the parish of Burwell, and “it is
possible that Jews at Holm and Bottisham had a burial ground at Burwell, distant some 5 or
6 miles.”57 At one time there was a pond here. In winter, horses coming home from
ploughing would be walked through it: in summer, when it had “a nice green scum on the
surface”, the water from it made the best home-brewed beer in Burwell.58 The name
‘Jerusalem Yard’ or ‘Jerusalem’ is still used and is the official location of the public telephone
box which stands here.

No. 75, on the left, now run by a market gardener, was formerly a clothing shop, before that
a fish and chip shop (which closed after a fire), and before that a basket works owned by Bert
Knott. The business - started in 1913 at No. 107 - employed about a dozen young women
and youths up to its closure in 1926. A.F. Gathercole records that osiers from the fens were
used for this purpose by “the family of Reg Knott, who has just retired [1959] from the
Chemical Works.”59 The chief products of the business were bushel and half-bushel measures
for sending apples and other fruit to market, bucket-like baskets with handles, used for fruitpicking, clothes baskets, bicycle baskets and even high-backed armchairs, some of which were
“highly decorative”.60

57 Burwell and its Castle, W. O’Farrell Hughes [curate of Burwell], Proceedings of the Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire
Archaeological Society
58 Alex Hobbs, Clunch, May 1988, quoting his grandfather
59 Fenland Village, in Fisons Journal, Sept 1959
60 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, July 1978

Background: brickwork, Shenstone House. Photo: CAS(Camb. Coll.)
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Between Nos 77 and 79 baptismal services were held, until 1905, for the congregation of the
nearby Baptist chapel.

A large crowd gathers to watch a baptism in the river. Photo: Camb. Coll.

No. 81, ‘Black Bat House’, probably originally built in the 17th century, was
considerably enlarged in 1770, when the room nearest the road was taken down,
and two rooms and two upper storeys added. In the 19th Century, it was a grocer
and draper’s shop, owned by George LePla, first listed in Kelly’s Directory in 1864.
Double-fronted shop windows were installed in
the late 1870’s, having been bought secondhand from Muncies Jewellers in Market Street,
Cambridge.

The shop closed in 1894, due to bankruptcy, but reopened in 1897 by the Hobbs family, first
George and Beatrice, then their son Alex, who was born here in October, 1898. After his
father’s death in 1922, Alex ran the shop with his mother until 1930, when he married, and
she retired; he then ran it until it was sold in 1965. In 1977 it was opened as a restaurant, the
‘Black Bat’, taking its name from a door knocker in the shape of a bat, which Alex Hobbs had
fitted on one of the side doors.61 It was described as “currently used as a restaurant” when
advertised for sale in April, 1984.62 Elsewhere in the village, Joseph LePla had run a similar
shop, listed in ‘Kelly’ from 1830 - 1864, followed by William LePla, from 1896 - 1910.

O

n the right, just before the junction with Toyse Lane, you pass the front of the 19th
century Baptist chapel, built in the 1840’s. The first minister here was William Ellis.
An important feature of the Baptist chapel, the Young People’s Fellowship (Y.P.F.) was started
in 1931, and in 1971 the Boy’s Brigade was established here, proving very popular, as
membership, five years later, was 50 - with a waiting list to join the junior section.63
61 Alex Hobbs: Clunch, May 1988; interviewed by Kay Brooks, July, 1988
62 Ekins, Dilley & Handley, Sales Particulars, 16th April, 1984
63 Clunch, March 1976

Above: Hobbs’ shop, late 19th Century. Photo: Camb. Coll.
Facing Page: North Street in the early years of the 20th Century, looking south towards the Anchor, with
Hobbs shop in the right foreground.
Photo: Gillson (Camb. Coll.)
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The first Baptist in the village was James Fuller, who in 1790 “left the Independent Church,
became baptised and for ten years attended the Baptist Church at Soham alone. . . A Mrs
Kempton formed the first Baptist School in 1815 and the rite of baptism of four people in
the Name of the Sacred Three was administered the following year for the first time.”64 The
Baptists used to meet in a house near the present chapel, which, along with neighbouring
buildings, was destroyed by fire in 1836. The ruins and nearby land were bought by William
Pratt, who laid the foundation stone for the chapel. He died soon after this, however, in
December, 1849, receiving fulsome tributes in his obituary:
“The village has just lost, by death, one of its oldest and most respected inhabitants, in the
person of Mr William Pratt, whose example, counsel and prayers have been blessed to many;
he lived to a good old age, nor did he die in vain . . . Few persons have died in this
neighbourhood whose name and person were so extensively known or more deeply lamented
by Christians.”65

Baptisms no longer took place in the river after 1905, when a baptistry was installed in the
chapel beneath the platform in front of the pulpit.

64 Heather Richardson, Burwell, A Stroll Through History
65 Cambridge Independent Press, 8th Dec, 1849

The Baptist Chapel
Photo: A.Murkin
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O

n the right stands ‘Hawcroft’, No. 1 Toyse Lane, a two-storey house converted - some
time before 1842 - from an 18th century dovecote (pigeon house), and later extended at
the end facing North Street.

Two views of ‘Hawcroft’, Toyse Lane, showing that little has changed externally between the
beginning, left, and the end, right, of the 20th Century.
Photos: CAS (left); A.Murkin (right)
The idea of creating a house from such an origin is by no means unusual - there are a number
of examples elsewhere in the county - as these buildings were generally of considerable size and
importance. The dove-house or Columbarium was “a usual appendage to a manorial estate or
monastic establishment, and not infrequently formed a possession of the parsonage.”66
Originally the Lord of the Manor alone was entitled to possess a pigeon-house, as he was
entitled to the corn mill, fish pond and granary, but he had the power to license “other people
of quality” to own one. 67

One John Selden is quoted as saying, of this practice:
“Some men may make it a point of conscience whether a man may have a pigeon house
because his pigeons eat other men’s corn. But there is no such thing as conscience in the
business. The matter is whether he be a man of such quality that the State allows him to have
a dove-house; if so, there is an end to the business. His pigeons have a right to eat where they
please.”68

66 Manorial and Other Dove-Cotes, in East Anglian Notes and Queries, vol. 9
67 Peter Jeevar, Dovecots of Cambridgeshire
68 quoted in East Anglian Notes and Queries
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B

y the middle of the 17th century, the height of the pigeon trade, Jeffery Whitelaw
estimates that there were some 26,000 Dovecots in England.69 In 1649, Thomas
Frierston left “a dove-house, close and yard” to the churchwardens of Burwell, in trust for the
poor, which would bring in 20 shillings [£1] a year rent.70
Apart from the present one, two others can be found in Burwell: one at the Manor House in
the High Street, by Ennion’s Corner; one in the farmyard opposite the church, at Crowland
Farm [Crowlands].

N

o. 89 North Street was formerly the Rose pub. In the early years of the 20th Century, a
footbridge across the Weirs behind the pub led, via a cinder track, to the Burwell
Swimming Club changing room on the north bank of the Lode. Swimming had long been a
popular activity on the river here, and the Swimming Club had been founded in 1907. Not
everyone approved, apparently: in June, 1908, bathers here found themselves smothered in
tar, and a half-full tin fished out of the water was believed to have been thrown in deliberately
by certain people who “objected to the sight of swimmers in bathing costumes, which they
regarded as indecent.”71 Costumes of the Edwardian period, of course, were extremely
demure and all-covering, in comparison to the styles of today; even so, at one of the regular
Sports Days held on the river, one lady was heard to remark to her daughter, “Don’t they look
disgusting!”72
69 Dovecotes, in Cambridgeshire, Huntingdon and Peterborough
Life, July 1968
70 Report of the Commissioners Inquiry Concerning Charities and
Education of the Poor, 1849
71 Alex Hobbs, Clunch, May 1987
72 Alex Hobbs, Clunch, ibid.

This photograph of the swimming club sports
day on the Lode is dated August 4th, 1913.
Photo: Gillson (Camb. Coll.)

The footbridge over the Weirs, early in the
20th Century. Photo: CAS (Camb. Coll.)

Situated on the north bank, where the Lode
makes a slight bend about 300 yards from the
Weirs, the changing room was a galvanised
iron shed, built at a cost of £16 in 1908, the
year after the club’s formation. The first of
their annual Sports Days was held here on
August Bank Holiday, 1908, and was a
popular event every year for the next 6 years.
Competitors and spectators came from as far
away as Soham and Newmarket, and a crowd
of about 2000 could generally be expected.
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Ernie Palmer recalls that “they used to have pillow fights on a barge with a pole,”73 and one
year the organising committee obtained some racing eights from Cambridge, holding bump
races between the bathing shed and the Cock-Up Bridge.74

It was during the Sports Day on August 4th, 1914, that news reached the village of the
beginning of the First World War. The Swimming Club faded away during the war years, and
was never successfully revived afterwards, although swimming continued: from the bathing
shed - until it was removed by the builder, who claimed it had not been paid for - then the
end of the quay at the artificial fertilizer factory, or the Cock-Up Bridge.

The Par, or Purr, family ran the Rose in the late 18th century: Mary, from 1764 - 1770, and
Mark, from 1771 - 1781. William Bayley was landlord in 1782, and from 1783 - 1784, John
Edgar, followed by Edward Peachey, 1785 - 1788; John Pettit, 1789 - 1803; Sarah Pettit, from
1804 - 1813, and John Bridgeman from 1814.75 Pigot’s and Kelly’s Directories show John
Bridgeman in editions from 1830 - 1847), Francis Dennis (1864), John Banyard (1875,
1883), Arthur Durrant (1896, 1900), Jabez Chapman (1916, 1922), Stephen Harding (1929)
and Percy Baker (1933, 1937). 76

Almshouses were once situated next to No 92, and on the site of No 96.

A very early 20th Century view of North Street, looking north towards St Andrew’s Church,
showing the pump which stood outside the almshouses.
Photo: Camb. Coll.

73 Off The Beaten Track, with Lester Millbank and Mike Petty, BBC Radio Cambridgeshire, April, 1992
74 Alex Hobbs, Clunch, ibid.
75 County Records Office
76 Pigot: 1830, 1839; Kelly: 1847, 1864, 1875, 1883, 1896, 1900, 1916, 1922, 1929, 1933, 1937
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No. 101, ‘The Thatches’, was at one time the Maid’s Head pub, which closed in about 1952.
The first landlord recorded in Kelly’s Directory was William Thurgood, in 1937.

The Maid’s Head,
early 20th Century.
Photo: CAS
(Camb. Coll.)

No 105, ‘Briarwood’, on the left, just before the junction with Silver Street, was in the early
part of the 20th century owned by a butcher named Sabberton, who had a slaughterhouse
here. There was a maltings here too. At the end of the 19th Century, William Guyatt ran a
soft drink manufacturing business in a group of buildings which stood by the entrance, across
from the house, before moving to the Causeway. During the Second World War the army
occupied these premises, after which they passed to A.R. Paske’s Corrugated Fittings, a
business which had begun in the former Primitive Methodist Chapel further up North Street,
and was in turn acquired by Tillotson’s, of which Paske became Managing Director.

North Street/Silver Street
Junction
L

ooking north at this junction, North Street is behind you, to the left and Silver Street
behind you to the right. On the right, just after the junction with Silver Street, is
Chestnut Rise, leading to Appletree Grove. On the left is Dyson’s Drove, leading to Factory
Drove. A little further along, on the right, is Grantchester Rise, leading to Mason Road.
Some way ahead of you, the main street leads out into the Fen.
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The former St Andrew’s Church. Photo: A. Murkin
Immediately behind you, close to the corner, stands St Andrew’s church, “a lively white and
red brick chapel by R.R. Rowe, 1863. Two large, viciously patterned chimneys, one with a
door poked through it.” 77
The Foundation stone for St Andrew’s - the ‘Mission Church’, as it was called - was laid in
March, 1863, by Miss Hughes, sister of the curate, Rev. W.O’F.Hughes, and it was opened on
November 12th, 1863. Prior to this, a service had been held in the Club-room of the Anchor
Inn for “upwards of a year.” 78 The church was to serve as a school, so a house for the school
mistress was also built. In 1871 a separate school building was added, and continued to be
used until the new primary school opened in Ness Road in 1961. The Headmistress of the
school was Miss Wheeler, who was to become the Deputy Head of the new Ness Road school.
She had been at St Andrew’s for many years, and wrote with evident regret her last entry in
the Head Teacher’s Log: “As this will probably be my last report from this dear old St Andrew’s
School, I would like to thank managers past and present for their kindness and consideration
to me and the children in my care during the 15 years I have spent among them.”79
The chapel continued to be used until February, 1990, and in 1991 the company Cambridge
Multimedia Systems moved here. The schoolroom, which stood closer to the junction with
Silver Street, has been demolished and replaced by a more modern house.
77 Nikolaus Pevsner, The Buildings of England
78 Cambridge Chronicle, 28th March, 1863
79 St Andrew’s School, Head Teacher’s Log
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The buildings in this part of the street are predominantly late 16th/early 17th century - or
modern dwellings erected on the sites of those that have been demolished.
No. 115 was for many years a shop selling confectionery, tobacco and provisions, which were
taken round on a two-wheeled cart or bicycle.

No. 115, which formerly stood on the corner of North Street and Dyson’s Drove. Photo:
CAS (Camb. Coll.) Inset: Owen Warren on his delivery cycle. Photo: Camb. Coll.
No. 119, ‘Chestnut Cottage’, was once a draper’s shop, and before that, a pub, the Stag. A
well-known local man, Fred Peachey, lived here at one time. The earlier parts of the house
date from the mid-16th Century and the upper floor from the 17th.

The Broads
T

he village ends at ‘Judy’s Hole’ a pit from which gault [heavy clay soil] was dug for repairs
to the river banks and waterways. To your right, as you face north along the main road,
is a track, ‘Howlem Balk’ [‘balk’ = ‘ridge left unploughed’], leading up to Ness Road, which
used to be a way into neighbouring Exning. The area ahead of you, first recorded as ‘le Broud’
in 1398, is known as “The Broads”. Some of the earliest - prehistoric - settlements and some
of the earliest fields to be enclosed - in mediaeval times - lie in this area.
Ahead of you, off to the left, is the site of Goose Hall. Just to the west of the Hall, a dowser,
David Trump, is reported as discovering “pots in a circle of 1.05m radius . . [and] . . a row of
burials along the west bank of the Weirs, by the next bridge, but still going on thereafter.”80

80 Cambridgeshire County Council Sites and Monuments Record [SMR] (unconfirmed)
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T

he Broads Road Business Park is on the left, just out of the village, followed by a modern
sewage treatment works. After this, First Drove leads off to the left, towards Wicken and
Soham.

A

long here in the 19th Century stood a row of six wattle and daub-built thatched cottages,
built by squatters - “a little colony of typical fenmen, tall big men, with very black hair,
sallow and swarthy-skinned, of rough manners and gruff speech”.81 In the most northerly one
lived an old woman named Judy Finch - widow of Joseph Finch, who died in 1839.82
Judy, according to Dr Charles Lucas, was a “very bad character” who had “a vile reputation
for dark deeds relative to maternity affairs . . . affected occult necromancy and preyed on the
queer superstitions which then prevailed among the Fen people.”83 If there was “any devilry
going on in the parish, Judy Finch was sure to be in it.

Cottages by Judy’s Hole. Photo: Snelson (Camb. Coll.)

J

udy Finch was in fact the ‘Wise Woman’ of the district, and in earlier times would have
been considered an ‘Old Witch’.”84 Dr Lucas does not record whether Judy Finch had a
‘bid’ or ‘familiar’ - a cat, for example - but an old wise woman with such an animal, and having
the power of ‘bidding’ her animal spirit, would commonly be called an ‘Old Biddie’, hence
the expression still used today.85

81 The Antiquary, Nov. 1888, quoted in Cambridgeshire Customs and Folklore
82 Clunch, May 1995
83 The Fenman’s World
84 Lucas, op. cit
85 Secrets of East Anglian Magic, Nigel Pennick
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T

he ‘earlier time’ to which Dr Lucas refers was the 17th Century, when, at the time of the
Civil War, East Anglia was the hunting-ground of Matthew Hopkins, the self-styled
Witch Finder General. Hopkins travelled the region, from his native Essex, to Suffolk,
Norfolk, Huntingdonshire (as it was then) and Cambridgeshire, sniffing out, trying and
executing witches. Many hundreds died in Hopkins’ campaign between the years 1645 1647, either hanged after trial or simply put to death on the spot. Others died under torture
or in prison, or drowned in ‘swimming’ tests - thrown into water, the innocent sank and the
guilty floated. Famous trials took place in and around Bury St Edmunds, Huntingdon and,
in May, 1647, Ely: at the latter, alleged witches - mostly, but not exclusively, female - from
Ely, March, Chatteris, Sutton, Haddenham, Stretham, Over, Fen Drayton, and Shelford were
sentenced to death. 86

Those convicted were normally hanged: only 3 women were burned as witches in England,
one before Hopkins’ time - in King’s Lynn in 1590 - and two after - in Ipswich in 1654, and
Norwich in 1659. By 1647, the citizens of Burwell cannot have been unaware of Hopkins’
activities, and it must have been something of a relief that at this very time his popularity
seems to have ceased, and his support evaporated, to the extent that nothing was heard of him
after this year. Some say that he himself was accused of witchcraft, and met his end as a result.
“It is not to be wondered,” Dr Lucas concludes his account of this corner of the village, “that
such a notorious character should have left such an ineffaceable memory and that it should
account for the name ‘Judy’s Hole’.” In fact, the name arises simply from the fact that the 1
acre plot was originally owned by Mrs Finch, having been purchased from her in January,
1845, by the Burwell Drainage and Navigation Board for the - quite reasonable - sum of
£80.87 The water was only about 2 feet [60cm] deep, and it was possible to skate here in the
winter.88 In 1926, the Parish Council began to use the pit as dump for “unburnable rubbish”,
and it was eventually filled in.
Curiously, it would appear that the occupant of the cottage at the other end of the row from
Judy Finch was in many ways quite the opposite: Mary Jarvis was described as “cheerful”,
“clean”, “thrifty” and “clever”; she grew healing plants in her garden and used them to help
her neighbours when they were ill.89

86 Matthew Hopkins, Witch Finder General, Richard Deacon
87 Burwell Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
88 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, Nov 1981
89 Lucas, op. cit

Dusk in the Broads. Photo: K.Wojcik
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Fen People
T

he Fen people have long been thought a breed apart. The inhabitants of the Fens,
according to 17th Century, historian and antiquary William Camden:
“were called Girvii in the time of the Saxons, that is, as some interpret it, Fen-men, a sort of
people (much like the place) of rugged, uncivilized tempers, envying others whom they term
Upland-man, and usually walking aloft upon a sort of stilts: they all keep to the business of
grazing, fishing and fowling.” 90

In 1862 a Londoner wrote:
“I spent a fortnight in Grunty Fen, near Ely; the people were hospitable and kind, but they
were all amphibian; the girls had yellow and spotted bellies and webbed feet.”91

Dr Lucas informs us, writing of the late 19th century:
“Although the Fen people were always in the presence of water, they did not often use it for
personal cleanliness. A wife once consulted me in self-defence with the result that for her
bath-shy husband a foot bath three times a week was ordered. When I spoke to the husband
about it his look of astonishment was extraordinary. ‘Why, Doctor, he exclaimed, “I should
never sleep a-bed afterwards, for I have not washed my feet for the last twenty years!’92

The men did not wear stockings,” he adds, “but put grass in their boots, because, they said,
it kept their feet cool.”
The best-known description of the fenman and his demeanour, though, is surely the
nickname ‘Fen Tiger’ - perhaps deriving from the days, going back to the 17th century, when
they fought against the drainage works in the fens.
“For centuries men in ‘the Sheers’ [higher land around the fens] have labelled the race of
fenmen ‘Fen Tigers’ because the average fenman is an independent, combative, and often
secretive man . . . The average fenman today is still sturdily independent, utterly parochial,
often narrow-minded, suspicious of strangers, frequently a fanatical Nonconformist and a
virulent Radical. If he is a churchman and a Conservative, he is still as independent,
combative, and suspicious of his religious and political opposite number. He counts it a
disgrace to owe money and almost a disgrace to marry a girl from an upland shire. He is a
brave soldier in war, and a hard worker in peace.”93

90 Britannia
91 quoted by Dr Charles Lucas in a colourful chapter of his book The Fenman’s World on this subject.
92 op. cit.
93 A History of the Fens
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Fen people, on the other hand, “for the most part are homely and hospitable.”94

“A great many of the people were [in the 19th century] undenominational in religion; they
were very superior on Sundays, but on other days of the week they would drink and frolic as
others did, which originated the saying that they were Sunday saints and weekday devils.
Everywhere at this period nearly everyone drank more beer, wine and spirits than was good
for them . . . I should characterise the Fenman at this period as being artful and cunning.”95

This, then , is the traditional - stereotypical, one might say - view. However, Polly Hill is at
pains to point out that many such opinions of Fen People are based on prejudice rather than
first-hand knowledge. Dr Lucas’s views are dismissed as “curious”, and “any mention [in
Cambridge] that one is ‘working on the fens’ is almost bound to provoke immediate reflexes
on such matters as incest, widespread drug-taking, consanguineal marriage and over-large
families.”96

“This stereotypical notion of a ‘rural idyll’, touched as it is with benign eccentricity, is heavily
qualified by dogged derogatory attitudes. I doubt if any of these beliefs is properly justified
by present evidence and I tentatively suggest that they satisfy an emotional need for an exotic
hinterland, which relieves the boredom of living in a city which is not in the Fens [i.e.
Cambridge], though close to sea level . . . It is surely because the landscape around Cambridge
is so mundane - so unexotic - that there was an unconscious need to postulate the existence
of a hinterland inhabited by strange people; so it was that exotic, even idyllic, features
accreted, modifying the original derogatory myth. This modified myth persists even though
so many commuters to Cambridge now live on the fen islands and promontories.”97

Hill quotes statistics of population numbers, density and changes to show that Fen people
were by no means as insular as they have been made out to be:

“many fenlanders, far from being embedded in ignorant isolation in the fens, were alert to the
possibilities offered by removal [to other parts of the region or country] . . . the ordinary
fenlander was usually an employed farm labourer, who was sometimes also a peat cutter, who
commonly lived in an ancient village on an upland, with the butcher, the baker and the
candlestick maker as his neighbours.”98

There seems, according to Hill, to be little evidence that fen people were any different from
other populations in the other matters relating to family life referred to above. As for the
taking of drugs, it is not disputed that “a patch of white poppies was usually found in most of
the Fen gardens. Poppyhead tea was in frequent use, and was taken as a remedy for ague
[malarial fever] . . . to children during the teething period the poppyhead tea was often
given.”99 From the poppy, of course, comes opium.
94 Lucas, op. cit.
95 Lucas, op. cit.
96 Who Were the Fen People? CAS 81
97 Hill, op. cit.
98 Hill, op. cit.
99 Lucas, op. cit
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Up to at least the mid 19th century, ague - the ‘Bailiff of the Marshes’100 - was a serious
problem in the Fens: it was not realised until the end of the century that it was spread by the
anopheles mosquito, rather than ‘bad air’. W.H. Wheeler, writing in 1896, attributed the
disease to “the sun acting on the decomposing vegetation, when alternately covered and
uncovered by the water”, giving rise to “miasmic exhalations and poisonous germs.”101 Against
its effects, the writer says - although Polly Hill disputes the factual basis on which the assertion
is made102 - “the fenmen indulged in brandy-drinking, and took their opium pills. Opiumchewing became a habit as well as a necessity, and druggists shops in the Fens did a good trade
in packets of opium on market-days.”103 The hero of Charles Kingsley’s novel Alton Locke, on
his way to Cambridge, meets a farmer who tells him:
“yow goo into a druggist’s shop o’ market day, into Cambridge, and you’ll see the little boxes,
doozens and doozens, a’ ready on the counter; and never a ven-man’s wife goo by, but what
calls in for her pennord o’ elevation, to last her out the week . . . Well, it keeps women-folk
quiet, it do; and it’s mortal good agin ago pains.”

W. Rider Haggard was told by a boatman who took him up Burwell Lode to Wicken Fen in
1901/1902:
“some of the old people . . . take it still, although the poppies are no longer grown in their
garden plots, and it can only be bought from the chemist under the synonym of ‘six penn’orth
of comfort’.”104

Another remedy, illustrated in the Cambridge and County Folk Museum, Cambridge by a
wide and varied display of mousetraps,105 was to “trap and skin a mouse and stuff the pelt with
puff-ball dust. The result was then worn on a string around the neck or belt.”
The vicar of Swaffham Bulbeck, Rev. Jenyns, however, was earlier able to write that when he
arrived there, in 1823, “this complaint was so prevalent among the poor of the village, that it
was necessary to keep constantly on hand a stock of proper medicine for the relief of those
afflicted with it,” but that “of late it has become so infrequent, that hardly more than one or
two cases occurred to my knowledge during the last ten years of my living in the
neighbourhood.”106 The disease had become infrequent, the improvement being “generally
ascribed to better drainage,”107 and by the early 20th century malaria was no longer an
indigenous disease. I recall seeing television reports last year (1997), however, that the
anopheles mosquito was making a come-back in East Anglia, and further cases were expected
by some.
You may or may not, then, subscribe to that traditional portrait of the surly, independent
Fenman; and if you appear to recognise an example of the type, he (or she?) may or may not
be untypical of the region - or farming communities - in general. Right or wrong, Burwell,
according to James Wentworth-Day, “had a particularly tough race of Fen Tigers. They are of
the true Fen breed.”108 The book of his quoted above contains many stories and descriptions
- amusing and alarming by turn - of such characters, notably “Ted Jarvis . . . the Badcock
family . . . the Casburns and the Crawleys,” and “Tom Harrison . . . a hermit of the Fens, a
man of the primitive wild, the last of the Fen fowlers . . . a true ‘Fen Tiger’.”
100 Cambridgeshire Customs and Folklore, Enid Porter
101 History of the Fens of South Lincolnshir e, quoted in The Changing Fens, H.C. Darby
102 op. cit.
103 Darby, op. cit.
104 Rural England
105 Room 3
106 Observations in Meteorology, quoted in The Draining of the Fens, H.C. Darby
107 Darby, The Draining of the Fens
108 A History of the Fens
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O

n the left, about halfway along First Drove is a permanent site for gypsies and travellers,
first established in 1986. Just after this is Burwell Cold Store.

Built by local market gardeners Faircliffes before the Second World War, it was originally used
to store fruit and flowers, which were transported by rail from a private siding on the line from
the brickworks and artificial fertilizer factory to the Fordham - Soham line.

During the war, when it was camouflaged to protect it from aerial attack, it was used by the
government to store large quantities - up to 100 tons - of cheese. This arrived, 10 or 20 trucks
at a time, from Australia and New Zealand, and after maturing in the Cold Store, was
distributed throughout the country. Needless to say, this operation was kept very quiet, as
cheese was at that time a rationed food.109

109 Ken (Ted) Woodbridge, Clunch, July 1994; James Faircliffe, Clunch, Sept 1994

Apples being processed in the Burwell Cold Store in the 1920’s
Photo: Camb. Coll.
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S

ome way further along Broads Road is Klondyke Farm. On the right, a little way after the
farm, a new, quite wide, “permissive bridleway” - “not intended to establish a new
permanent right of way”110 - has been created, leading up to, and across, the B1102, Fordham
road. About halfway along the route from here up to the Fordham Road a new wood was
planted in the mid-1990’s.

S

econd Drove leads off to the left and eventually, at Broads Farm, the made-up road ends.
It is possible to continue on foot, bicycle, horse or possibly an off-road vehicle: an unmade
track eventually leads round to the main B1102 road at Burwell Ness, site of the former Toll
Gate, halfway to Fordham.

V

isitors to Burwell are often surprised that the village’s main street, High Street - Causeway
- North Street, comes to a dead end in the north of the village, and doesn’t go on to
Wicken or Soham via the Broads, First Drove or Factory Drove. The reason for this is that
the community which grew up here after the prehistoric period was not a stop along a through
road, it was established because it was on the edge of the Fen, and the people who lived here
depended on the Fen for their daily needs. Although there were tracks and droves which were
in use before the motor car arrived here, the chief way of getting in and out of the area was
by water, since many parts of the Fen were otherwise impassable.

River traffic along the Weirs was important, and, from the mid-17th Century onwards, on the
Lode: before that, slightly further to the north, the Old Lode was used, at least as far back as
the late Middle Ages - perhaps even as long ago as the 1st Century, when the Romans first
came here. This community was scarcely more closely connected with the High Town (High
Street) area of Burwell, than with neighbouring Wicken. It was close to Newnham, where the
large hythe, or port, was situated, but this in turn was only joined to the southern part of the
village by the river, Low Road, and the Causeway path, which crossed an area that was
probably open fields. This situation continued until the early 19th Century, when the
Causeway road was built, and none of the houses along the Causeway date from an earlier
time.
However, things could have been different if the Parish Council’s recommendations had been
followed early in the 20th Century. Late in 1926, it was suggested that First Drove, which
had been surfaced for the first 3/4 of a mile [1km] of its length, could be extended as far as
Wicken, shortening the distance from Burwell to Wicken by 5 1/2miles [9km] , and from
Burwell to Soham by 1 1/2 miles [2km], bypassing Fordham. Wicken Council supported the
plan, but weren’t prepared to pay anything towards it, as the road itself would be outside their
parish; Soham were against it, on grounds of cost, although it would have shortened their
journey to Cambridge. The County Council were asked to consider the idea, and didn’t seem
to be against it, writing in October, 1928, that they would have to declare the Burwell Wicken route a main road - and possibly erect a bridge - but that the Rural District Council
must “express their willingness to carry out their part of the scheme.” This presumably meant
constructing the roadway itself.

110 Information Board, Broads Road

Background:apples in the COld Store. Photo: Camb. Coll.
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The County Council appeared to favour the Factory Drove route: the County Surveyor
reported that “if a new road is to be made from Burwell - Wicken, the best route both from
directness and economy would be from the end of Dyson’s Drove by way of Little Fen Road
[the former name of Factory Drove].”111 They even arranged for 2 1/2 acres of County
Council land belonging to the Wicken Hall estate to be made available.112 Burwell Parish
Council, on the other hand, preferred the First Drove scheme, and wrote to the County
Council in February, 1929, describing the route via First Drove as “the most practical and
economical”, and urging them to “press forward” this scheme in preference to the Factory
Drove route.113

The County Council were ready to go ahead, and informed the Ministry of Transport that
they approved of the proposal, provided that the Ministry made a grant of 75% of the cost.114
No further reference to the scheme is made in the Parish Council or County Council Minutes,
so it seems that the Ministry’s grant was not forthcoming, and the scheme was quietly
dropped.

That wasn’t quite the end of the matter, though: Factory Drove - still Little Fen Drove at that
time - was already made up as far as the Brickworks, and during the war, in 1941, the War
Agricultural Executive Committee were going to concrete the rest, as far as Priory Farm, at the
top. Alan Bloom, owner of Priory Farm, offered part of his land to enable the drove to be
extended to Wicken, and another letter was sent to the County Council, asking them to
consider this new route. Yet again, their plans were thwarted: the W.A.E.C. - who concreted
about 15 1/2 miles [25km] of Fen droves115 - were interested only in providing access for
landowners, not constructing public roads; the County Council were not satisfied that the
drove was “suitable in character for conversion and extension into a public through road.”116

So, in the end, neither route was chosen, Burwell never got its through road, and at the end
of the main street, drivers are faced with a choice of 3 droves leading off into the Fen. On the
other hand, perhaps the County Council was right: the character of the village would certainly
have changed beyond all recognition had the Causeway and North Street become the main
road from Cambridge to Soham - and perhaps not for the better!

111 Cambridgeshire County Council Minutes, Jan 5th, 1929
112 Cambridgeshire County Council Minutes, Feb 23rd, 1929
113 Parish Council Minutes
114 Cambridgeshire County Council Minutes, Mar 2nd, 1929
115 Swaffham Prior and Burwell Fens, Agricultural Land Commission Draft Report, 1951
116 Parish Council Minutes, July 21st, 1941; Jan 8th, 1942
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T

he best thing to do here is turn around and head back to the village. But just before
entering the village again, and just after the drove - now on your right - you may turn
right down a narrow, tree-covered lane and cross the river by footbridge. You may be surprised
to find a row of houses - Waterside - fronting the river here, well away from the main street.

C

ontinuing south along the river bank, you return to Dyson’s Drove. It is possible to
follow the river bank a little further, as far as the junction with the Lode. Permission was
given to George Colchester in 1904 by the Burwell Drainage and Navigation Board to erect
a footbridge at the bottom of Burnt Yard, “provided that in so doing he does not interfere with
the waterway and that the underside of the bridge be six inches higher than the underside of
the Anchor Bridge,”117 but there is no bridge now to take you across the Weirs to North
Street, or across the Lode towards the Anchor .

117 Burwell Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes

Background:The Weirs. Photo: A.Murkin

Map 21: The area covered by Part 10 of the Tour

1. Cock-up bridge
2. Priory Farm
3. The Fertilizer Factory
4. The Brick Factory
5. The Brick Factory Pit
6. The private railway siding
7. The old brickworks
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10
Factory Drove
W

alking west along Dyson’s Drove, you cross over the river, the Weirs, and enter the
Fens, “altered by man more completely than any other part of Britain,” and today “the
most intensively farmed region in the country, with about 80% of the land under crops.”1
The climate in the area is also
“particularly favourable to farmers. The summers are warm and sunny - at Cambridge the
mean July temperature is 17˚ C (63˚ F) - and crops ripen well. Over half of the annual rainfall
of between 20 in. (508 mm) and 25 in. (635 mm) falls in the summer half of the year and
helps the growth of the crops. The winters are cold, Cambridge having a mean January
temperature of 3.5˚ C (38˚ F), and frosts are common, but these help break up the heavy soils
[after ploughing].”2

T

he road becomes Factory Drove on this side of the river, known until the early years of
the 20th century as Little Fen Road. Here you may see that most famous of fenland trees
- the bog oak. You won’t see it growing, though, but lying by the side of the drove where it
has been dragged from a field by a tractor, and left, while the farmer continued with his
ploughing. These hard, black tree trunks have been preserved in the wet soil for thousands of
years, and appear as the earth dries, and the level of the land sinks. They are not, as a matter
of fact, all oaks - they are also pine, willow or yew - their name is earned because of their
hardness.

1 Geography of the British Isles, Kenneth B. Stephenson
2 Stephenson, op. cit.
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Bog Oaks
O

ne of the hazards of ploughing in the Fens is the presence of enormous black trees - or,
at best, chunks of black tree - buried in the soil for some thousands of years, and rising
nearer to the surface each year, as the level of the land goes down. When found, they have to
be dragged out of the field, at great cost in time and effort, before work can continue. If a
farmer suspects their presence, “he can use a plough with a spring coupling which on impact
breaks the connection between plough and power.”3 This may save the plough or the tractor
from serious damage, but he will still have to “turn to and dig the trunk out. Alan Bloom,
former owner of Priory Farm at the top of Factory Drove, recalls his ploughman using a
spring-coupling on fields in this area - just in case there was bog oak in the earth - when the
attempt was made to bring them under cultivation for the first time. “The spring coupling,”
he reports, “flew undone on the very first day.”4 The sinking land sometimes, but more rarely,
yields buried bombs as well as oaks; the treatment is the same.”5
Bloom also recalls turning up enough bog oaks one month to make a stack 200 yards [200m]
long, 5 yards [5m] wide and, in places, 8 feet [2.5m] high. Among them was one trunk 108ft
[33m] long. In the end, Bloom was forced to blow this one up.6 “With about two acres in
all piled up with trunks and stumps I was glad for an antique furniture manufacturer to come
and take two lorry loads away, for which he gave me a couple of tobacco jars turned up from
the wood.”7
An interesting chapter on the fen ‘bog oaks’ can be found in James Wentworth-Day’s A History
of the Fens: “The Fens are full of them,” he says. “They lie buried from one to four feet [30 120cm] beneath the surface of the peat, literally in millions, over an area of some 300,000
acres . . . Some are of immense size. On my own land a gigantic fir, 100 feet [30.5m] in
length, was brought to the surface only a few years ago. It had to be blown up into five
different sections before it could be shifted.”
The trees vary in quality and texture, but are almost all “uniformly hard . . . the wood is
usually hard enough to bend a stout six-inch nail or defeat a band-saw.”8 According to
Astbury, some of the pine trees can be “soft as soap”, and oak is the hardest - manageable when
still waterlogged, but hardens as it dries.9
W. Rider Haggard, writing in 1901/1902, says:
“I myself have seen yew trees that grew, I suppose, thousands of years ago, set up to serve as
posts . . . so wonderfully preserved by mud and water that when I cut them with my knife,
the rosy colour of the wood was as fresh as on the day that tree was buried.”10
3 A.K. Astbury, The Black Fens
4 The Farm in the Fen
5 Astbury, op. cit.
6 Bloom, op. cit.
7 Alan Bloom, Prelude to Bressingham
8 Wentworth-Day, op. cit.
9 op. cit.
10 Rural England
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M

any theories have been advanced to explain the age of the trees, and how they came to
be lying in the peat. For one thing, in some places, many lie pointing north-east, some
most have their trunks snapped off about 3 feet (1m) above ground-level. Alan Bloom
observed a great number without traces of roots.11 Various catastrophe theories, involving
tidal waves, volcanic activity, and hurricanes have been put forward, as have theories that the
trees were deliberately cut down - perhaps in Stone Age times.

Dr Charles Lucas advocates the hurricane theory, citing apparent remains of Roman
occupation beneath the peat as evidence that this huge natural disaster occurred in about 50
A.D.;12 De la Pryme, quoted by Samuel Wells in History of the Drainage of the Bedford Level
in 1830, believed that the trees had been deliberately felled by Roman troops in order to
“deprive the Britons of the shelter they afforded, and to destroy the fastnesses from which the
natives were accustomed to issue their attacks upon the Roman stations.”13

Wentworth-Day himself favours an explanation given by S. B. J. Skertchly in 1878: that the
peat rose to the level at which the trunks are seen to have broken off, the trees died, and were
in this condition easily toppled by strong south-westerly gales.14 Alan Bloom concurs with
view, having observed that “quite a few were lying with the upper side nearly rotted away, but
hard enough underneath,” implying that the water was not deep at the time when the trees
fell.15 In Adventurer’s Fen, where he was ploughing, there was also no uniformity in the
direction in which the trunks were lying, all pointing to the most likely explanation that the
water level rose slowly, killing off the trees, and causing them to rot at water level, just above
the roots.

Whatever happened, though, it did not occur in some imaginary distant prehistoric age: on
the contrary, human and animal remains found here make it quite clear that the forests were
extant in the immediate pre-Roman period, finally succumbing to the rise in water level as
little as 2,000 years ago.

“Is there no practical and lasting use to which they can be put?” Wentworth-Day asks. “So
far the only practical uses to which I have seen fen oaks put are for fencing, building sheds
and lean-to’s, and for rough bridges over dykes.”16 Astbury gives examples of bog oaks being
made into picture-frames, walking sticks and fire-guards.17 “Surely, however, it is not beyond
the wit of man to devise some more aesthetic and lasting use for these ancient trees,” says
Wentworth-Day. “I have several hundred tons going begging, and almost any farmer or
landowner in the fens has a pile of them lying by the dyke-side.”18 One writer is of the
opinion that it is as fuel that the bog oak is best utilised, citing the 1947 fuel crisis as an
example of this use, when “certain operators in the industrial Midlands and North came and
carted the stuff away by the lorry load for feeding furnaces.”19 Practical, no doubt, but
perhaps not the ‘aesthetic and lasting’ use that Wentworth-Day had in mind.
11 The Farm in the Fen
12 The Fenman’s World
13 Wentworth-Day, op. cit
14 The Fenland Past and Present, S.H. Miller and S.B.J. Skertchly, quoted in Wentworth-Day, op. cit
15 The Farm in the Fen
16 op. cit.
17 op. cit.
18 op. cit
19 Astbury, op. cit.
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Aerial view of the fen to the west of Burwell, showing:
1. Reach Lode
2. Reach
3. Reach Road
4. High Town Drove
5. The electricity sub-station
6. Newnham Drove
7. Burwell Lode
8. The fertilizer factory
9. The brickworks
10. Factory Drove
11. The Lode/Weirs junction
12. North Street
Photography by Cambridge University Collection of Air
Photographs
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A

long this road you pass the sites of two formerly large and important Burwell industries:
to the left, on the Lode, was the artificial fertilizer factory, based on the digging of
coprolites - fossilised phosphate nodules - carried out extensively in the fields around here; and
to the right, on the other side of the road, stood the brickworks which produced the locally
well-known ‘Burwell White’ bricks.

The Fertilizer Factory
C

oprolites are rounded lumps of material formed from the fossilised remains of prehistoric
sea-creatures. The name ‘coprolite’ comes from a mistaken belief that they are fossilised
dinosaur dung [copr = dung; lite = stone].

They are rich is phosphates, and therefore suitable for the manufacturing of fertilizer, and due
to the geology of the Cambridgeshire area are found quite close to the surface of the ground
here. For a time, principally in the late 19th century, the digging, or ‘mining’, of these lumps
from the fields in and around Cambridge became an extremely important industry. In the
late 1850’s it is recorded that were “600 coprolite diggers employed locally.”;20 by 1891,
figures show that “Cambridgeshire was producing practically all raw material phosphate for
fertilizer in Britain.”21 Fisons Agrochemicals, one of the largest fertilizer companies in Britain,
and well-known locally, owe their early success partly to money earned from coprolite mining.

P

rior to the discovery of the value of these deposits, “common farm yard and stable dung,
with a little oil cake dust” were the only common fertilizers in use in the district,22 and it
is not certain how the value of coprolites as fertilizer was first predicted. However, Burwell
played a crucial role in their discovery and subsequent exploitation. According to one writer:
“A miller named John Ball, of Burwell, owned land just outside the little town [!], on the
Fenland edge. How exactly he came across the coprolites will never been known. He may
have discovered that his turnips were growing with extraordinary liveliness and dug up the
earth to see what was underneath. But what is certain is that in 1851 he discovered the hard
rounded fossils which, at that spot, would have been only a few feet below ground . . . He dug
out a quantity and . . . washed the clay off them and ground them to a powder in his windmill.
He then treated the powder with an acid to make a fertiliser. This process was probably
similar to that used for processing bones and dried blood for manure and this explains his
seemingly broad scientific knowledge.” 23

Ball is said to have given up flour milling after this and concentrated on fertilizer.
20 A.F. Gathercole, Fenland Village, in Fison’s Journal, Sept. 1957
21 Richard Grove, The Cambridgeshire Coprolite Mining Rush
22 Charles Vancouver, General View of the Agriculture in the County of Cambridge, 1794
23 op. cit.
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T

he story is probably apocryphal, however, and according to Gathercole the man credited
with “stirring the first ‘mix’ in a wooden half tub with a wooden paddle,” was Jim Faben,
whose great grandson later worked for the company at Burwell in the 1950’s, when it was
owned by Fisons.24 “The first mixing was made in a farmhouse in the village, a mile away
from the site of the present Chemical Works, and it was not until a few years later . . . that
the work was started where the raw material was found in the fens.”25 The building said to
have been the site of this first mixing was ‘The Poplars’ in Low Road.

F

rom the 1850’s advertisements began appearing in the newspapers for land suitable for
coprolite digging. In 1857, at a talk on the subject given in Manchester, reference was
made to coprolite specimens obtained in “the village of Burwell . . . on the estate of E. Ball,
Esq., M.P. for Cambridgeshire.”26 Evidence that large-scale digging had been established here
by this time is indicated by the speaker, who goes on to describe Burwell Fen as “studded over
with the diggings and washing apparatus, the population all actively engaged.”

24 Fison’s Journal, ibid.
25 Fison’s Journal, ibid.
26 Spence, On Coprolites, quoted in Fossil Digging in the Fens, Bernard O’Connor

Above: advertisement from the
Cambridge Independent Press,
Jan 16th, 1858
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A

s for the company itself, the beginnings are less clear: although ‘John Ball’ may not have
existed, the Artificial Fertilizer business was a Ball family enterprise, and must have begun
in about 1858, as an advertisement in a local paper dated April 21st, 1860, said that T.T. Ball
and Co, of Burwell had “for Two Seasons” sold superphosphate of lime, which had been used
very successfully.27 The first reference to the industry here in Kelly’s Directory is in 1864, when
‘Marsters & Co’ - a King’s Lynn company - are listed as ‘coprolite merchants and artificial
manure manufacturers’, but Marsters was a Ball family name - both Richard and Thomas
(T.T.) married sisters by the name of Marsters (Elizabeth and Mary, respectively), and used it
as a middle name for their children. Thomas had also acted as intermediary in 1863 between
Marsters and Swaffham landowners Allix in a deal over coprolite digging in Sedge Fen.28 In
the 1873 edition of Kelly, T.T. Ball is listed as manufacturer of ‘vitriolmanure’.

Advertisement for Ball & Co. from the Cambridge Independent Press, April 21st, 1860

T

he 1870’s were years of depression in agriculture: the unemployment rate was high, and
the wages were low, so the appearance of extra jobs in coprolite digging was a godsend to
those in the village who made their living from labouring work. In fact, the pay was better,
as a report from the Times in 1874 (16th April) explains:
“The coprolite diggers earn 17s [17 shillings = 85p] or 18s [90p] a week, and at harvest time
desert the diggings for the farm. They are, in fact, agricultural labourers; but the work is much
harder than that of the ordinary farm hand, though the hours are shorter, and there is a
Saturay half-holyday. The result, I am told, is that the number of recruits is small, and that
farm hands who have tried the work often go back to their old occupation for 13s [65p] a
week.”
27 Cambridge Chronicle
28 O’Connor, op. cit.
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T

he factory here - “a smaller edition of the works at Two-Mile Bottom, Thetford, now
demolished”29 - was built by Thomas Ball in 1864. Prominent Suffolk Fertilizer
manufacturer William Colchester - whose coprolite interests in Burwell were said to have
dated from the 1840’s30 - went into partnership with Ball in 1871, but it was when his son
George joined in 1886 that “the company, then under the name of Colchester & Ball,
developed rapidly.”31
The works was sited by the Lode, since river boats were at that time the most practical means
of transport - until the coming of the railways, in fact, the only practical means of transport.
Colchester and Ball ran two gangs of ‘lighters’ (river boats) and two steam tugs. Later, when
Prentices had taken over the works, they “used the
gangs to bring phosphates up from King’s Lynn and
to carry away the manure, packed in hessian bags,
for shipment to Lynn or delivery to local farms.”32

29 Alderton & Booker, The Batsford Guide to the Industrial Archaeology of East Anglia
30 O’Connor, op. cit.
31 W.G.T. Packard, Fisons Journal, Dec. 1963
32 Fenland Barge Traffic, Alan H. Faulkner

Above: the fertilizer factory in its
heyday, pictured c.1896.
Photo: Camb. Coll.
Right: a little later, in the easrly
years of the 20th Century.
Photo: CAS (Camb. Coll.)
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The railway tracks here, which were laid in about 1904, are not connected to the Cambridge - Mildenhall
line, which ran through the south of the village, but head north to join the Ely - Newmarket line, between
Fordham and Soham.

The coprolites themselves were
extracted from the soil by digging a
trench down to the layer in which
they were embedded; after removing
the phosphate nodules, another
trench was made by filling in the
first, and so on, to the edge of the
field. After collecting the coprolites,
they were put into a “saucer-shaped
bowl into which was built a central
post. From this a bar, to which were
attached harrows, was fastened and
pulled around by a donkey or horse.
Water was added to the bowl, and the
dragging of the harrows washed off
the loose soil.” 33

After a short time the water was
drained off by taking out a plug, and
the resulting washing slurry run over
the land. The coprolites were
ground and mixed with sulphuric
acid, as in the first experiments, and
the resulting cake, when dry, was
crushed and used “mainly for
brassica crops.” 34 Local windmills for example, the former mill
adjacent to Melton’s Farm in
Newmarket Road - were used for
the grinding process; the sulphuric
acid was manufactured on the
factory site, and stored in lead-lined
tanks. In 1916, a fire broke out,
damaging one of the lead tanks.
The acid ran over the adjoining
cottage gardens, and “many an
inquisitive sightseer claimed on the
insurers for loss of boots.” 35
33 Gathercole, Fison’s Journal, ibid.
34 Gathercole, Fison’s Journal, ibid.
35 Gathercole, Clunch, Nov 1977

Above, and above left: the fertilizer factory
in the early 1980’s.
Photographer unknown; author’s collection
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T

he coprolite boom of the last quarter of the 19th century “ended as quickly as it started,”
except for “a brief revival at some mines during the First World War when the phosphate
was sent off to the Midlands factories to be made into munitions.”36 W. Rider Haggard
observed in 1901/1902 that “coprolites were now imported from America,” and only “made
up” by Colchester and Ball’s factory.37 “Formerly, “he continues, “the coprolites were dug in
the neighbourhood down to a depth of 12 feet [3.5m], and fetched 50 shillings [£2.50] a ton.
Now that the surface supply was exhausted, digging must be carried on at too costly a level;
also the price had fallen to 35 shillings [£1.75] the ton.” Kelly’s Directory, 1900, refers to
“extensive imports from abroad, especially from the port of Charlestown in America, whence
170,000 tons have been imported in one year to our manure manufacturers.”
Cambridgeshire producers could not begin to compete with the low-priced foreign imports
which “came flooding into this country. “Diggings were soon abandoned, fortunes lost and
hundreds of men left without work.”38 In 1919 Colchester and Ball - together with the
neighbouring brickworks - was taken over by Prentices, and in 1929 joined forces with Fisons
and Packards. In the 1930’s and 40’s the company was known as Fison, Packard & Prentice.
Production at the factory ceased in 1936, and from then on the works was used as a bagging,
storage and distribution centre.

T

races of the coprolite digging industry have not entirely disappeared, however. Firstly,
there is the works itself, used at the time of writing by the firm Danisco, and greatly
altered since its heyday. In 1980, David Alderton wrote of the formerly extensive site:
“only one main block survives, but this includes . . . [the] acid storage area. The lead-lined
tanks have gone, but the massive beams to hold them, on cast-iron columns, remain . . . [a]
truncated brick chamber, described as a den . . . [a] storage area, timber throughout, apart
from a new roof: timber was less affected than iron and steel by the acid and fertiliser . . . [a]
cylindrical wrought-iron water tank over pumphouse . . . [a] brick building, now offices, but
possibly once an engine house . . . until recently there was a barge-building shed on the site.”39

36 Tales of Old Cambridgeshire, Polly Howat
37 Rural England
38 Howat, op. cit
39 Alderton & Booker, op. cit.

Below: two of the original factory buildings remaining at the end of the 20th Century, as
described by Alderton, above. Photos: A.Murkin
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Secondly, there is the effect the workings have had on the land: by the 1870’s the trenchdigging was extensive - so much so, in fact that a special meeting of the Burwell Drainage and
Navigation Board was called,
“for the purpose of taking into consideration the injury occasioned to the Banks and other
works . . . by the digging for and raising Coprolites so near the running stream as to cause an
impediment in the free passage of the water and endanger the stability of the banks; and as to
the mode in which the owners of Coprolites in Burwell Fen obtain the same.” 40

All this digging naturally brought up clay from beneath the surface layer, which, when mixed
with the black, peaty topsoil, improved the quality of the earth. “Even with the passage of
time,” says Gathercole, “the older men can distinguish the fields which had been ‘dug’.”41
The Times article from 1874 quoted above explains the effect of coprolite digging on land
values here:
“In Burwell . . . I visited some of these diggings today upon land belonging to Mr [Robert]
Stephenson . . . The surface soil where [the coprolites] are met with is black peat, which is
about a foot [30cm] deep. The coprolites lie here at a depth of six or eight feet [1 - 1.5m], in
layers about 6 inches [15cm] thick, above the stiff blue clay, here called ‘gault’. Fen land, the
fee of which used to be worth less than £10 per acre, now lets for the mere privilege of winning
the coprolites at from £70 to £200 per acre.
“When it is dug into, the peat topping is put carefully aside, nd after the coprolites are
extrated, the ground is levelled and the peat mixed with the new surface soil. This made land
- the local name for which is ‘slurry land’ - is then worth £10 more an acre as arable land than
it was before.”

The Brick Factory
T

he Brick-making business in Burwell was started some time before the middle of the 19th
century on land owned by Edward Ball, adjacent to the site where the later, much larger
works grew up. Ball, described as a brickmaker in the 1850’s,42 supplied bricks for the
building of the Upware Pump Engine House in 1841, and after his death in 1865
responsibility was taken over by his eldest son, Richard. Kelly’s Directory of 1873 shows
‘brickmaker’ as his occupation.

40 Burwell Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
41 Fison’s Journal, ibid.
42 Evidence in the case Attorney-General v. Baines
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C

lay was dug from an enormous pit behind the works, which, after the factory closed,
became a wide, deep lake. The original brickmaking process involved digging the clay in
the summer and allowing it to weather in the winter, during which time it was turned with
shovels and moistened to keep it workable. After this, the mixture was shaped in boxes slightly larger than brick size, to allow for shrinkage - and transferred to drying racks by men
wearing moleskin gloves to avoid leaving fingerprints on the bricks. When dry, the bricks
were stacked in a kiln and slowly fired. 43 In 1857, “100,000 White and Mingled bricks were
offered alongside the river in Burwell Fen at 25 shillings [£1.25)]per thousand.”44

By 1900, the weathered clay was being mixed in a pugmill and the bricks cut to shape by
wires. Continuous kilns were in use then - a number of connected chambers, of which about
four contained bricks being fired, with others being filled or emptied, allowing production to
be continuous. In 1919 the business was bought by Prentice Brothers, together with the
neighbouring fertilizer factory, and in 1929 merged with Fisons.
Below: aerial view in 1968, looking west, showing the fertilizer factory on the Lode, in the bottom left, and its proximity
to the Brickworks, to the right, on the opposite side of the drove. Photo: Cambridge Univ. Collection of Air Photographs
43 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, March 1978
44 A.F. Gathercole, Fenland Village, in Fisons Journal, Sept 1959
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T

he large ‘Staffordshire’ kiln, with its
distinctive landmarks, two 180ft [55m]
chimneys, was constructed in the 1930’s.
Local builders, G.E. Palmer and Son, were
involved in supplying materials for the
construction of the kiln, and the name of Eric
Palmer - then a 5 year-old boy was etched on
one a brick at the top of one of the chimney
stacks. His mother, apparently, “refused to let
her son be taken up to see this memento in
place!”45 His father, Ernie, recalls that the
chimneys had already been built to a height of
20ft [7m] when it was realised that the
builders had used the wrong calculations, and
the cone angle had to be increased from then
on up, to reduce the diameter at the top.46

The newly completed works, pictured in the 1930’s. Photo: Grainger Collection (Camb. Coll.)

C

lay was dug from the pit by an excavator and narrow gauge railway, then sent up to the
works in half-ton buckets suspended on an aerial ropeway. The new kiln contained 20
chambers and, being capable of holding over 400,000 bricks at any one time, produced large
quantities of the famous ‘Burwell Whites’. These proved “popular with Local Authorities over
the years,” and their “light reflecting qualities were once in demand for the interior walls and
factories.”47 It is perhaps for this reason that during the 1930’s the company received a large
contract for the underground offices in Whitehall, London, which were used as a wartime
headquarters by Sir Winston Churchill. The works employed 60 men, and, at one point
during the Second World War, had a stock of 5 million bricks. 2 million more were produced
in the 7 week period during which the stock was cleared, most to lorries, but some via the
railway siding which linked the brick factory and nearby chemical works to the Newmarket Ely line.48

45 Ernie Palmer, interviewed by Mike Pike, Clunch, Jan 1994
46 Ernie Palmer, Clunch, ibid.
47 Cambridge Evening News, July 6th, 1971
48 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, May 1978
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Burwell’s ‘other’ railway - a locomotive at work on the line from the fertilizer factory and
brickworks to the main Newmarket - Ely line. Photo: Faben (Camb. Coll.)

I

n the kiln, some of the chambers contained the fires, others held bricks in various stages of
production. In summer, the kiln would be on a 24 hour cycle - one chamber emptied and
another filled every day - but in winter a 48 hour or even 72 hour cycle was employed. The
works was required to keep going round the clock - during all its years the kiln fires were never
allowed to go out - so there were two shifts, 6am - 2pm, and 2pm to 10pm, five days a week,
with a single worker on duty during the night, between 10 in the evening and 6 in the
morning. This man, the ‘kilnburner’ was no night-watchman - once an hour there were kilns
to fire up and draught and temperature readings to be taken, and “a lot of time altering
dampers on a stormy night.”49

I

n March, 1966, the company was sold to the Ibstock Brick and Tile Co. for £80,000. At
this time the factory was producing 11 million bricks a year.50 Ibstock, however, found it
difficult to continue operating the factory at a profit. By 1971 annual production had fallen
slightly to 9 1/2 million bricks, worth about £150,000, which represented only about 5% of
the Ibstock group’s total production nationwide,51 and order books were not filling up. An
attempt to diversify into the clay field drain market was unsuccessful, and at the end of
August, 1971, the factory closed, and its 50 employees - about half from Burwell, half from
the surrounding area - made redundant.

49 Paul Hawes, interviewed by Barry Hunkin in Clunch, Jan 1994
50 Cambridge News, Mar 31st, 1966
51 Cambridge Evening News, July 6th, 1971

Views of the brick factory in operation, including, top centre: the aerial ropeway from the pit to the works and,
bottom centre, bricks being loaded into out of one of the kiln chambers.
Photo: Camb. Coll.

T

he 40-acre site was sold to Ruane Developments, who intended to turn it into a rubbish
dump; the kiln and chimneys were bought by contractor Edward Sadler, who was
interested in the 10,000 tons of hard core which would be available when they were taken
down52 - an ignominious end for long-standing and once important Burwell industry. An
event which will be remembered by many was the spectacular demolition of the two 180ft
[55m] chimneys, which were blown up in March 1972. Demolition expert, Noel Cheesley,
had three attempts at toppling the majestic 180ft towers: of his original 20 tons of explosive,
half proved dud, but eventually, before the gaze of a sizeable crowd of spectators, the job was
completed.53 The kilns themselves were knocked down shortly afterwards.
Ruane’s scheme, and a later application by Redland Purle, to use the pit as a rubbish tip - for
industrial as well as domestic waste, as it turned out - was fought off by villagers. In 1971, a
petition containing no fewer than 1,700 signatures was collected.54 In July, 1975, turning
down the planning application, East Cambridgeshire District Council said:
“The application, if approved, would be likely to lead to the pollution of water courses either
by underground penetration or surface water run-off, and placing undue risk on the habitat
and ecology of Wicken Fen and the surrounding countryside.”55

In 1986, there was further concern in the village when it became known that NIREX [Nuclear
Industry Radioactive Waste Executive] and the Department of Environment were considering
a number of sites for the dumping of nuclear waste, perhaps including the brickpits,56 but
fortunately, they have so far escaped this dreadful fate.

52 Cambridge Evening News, Mar 6th, 1972
53 Cambridge Evening News, Mar 6th, 1972
54 Clunch, March 1976
55 quoted in Clunch, Jan 1976
56 Cambridge Evening News, 14th Feb, 1986

Facing page: 3 views of the
brickpit at the end of the 20th
Century. Photo: A.Murkin
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M

any local buildings use bricks made here, and so the products of the factory can be seen
all over the village, as well as in Burwell Museum. Examples representing different
periods are also on display in the Cambridge and County Folk Museum, Cambridge,57 one
marked “G.H. COLCHESTER BURWELL CAMBS”; another “FISON BURWELL”; and a
third “BURWELL IB&T Co” [Ibstock Brick and Tile Co]. The huge brick pit - rather
beautiful now, partly filled with water and with reeds to shelter the wildlife - still remains
undeveloped.

Fen Industries
A

century or more ago, “the uplanders dubbed us ‘Cambridgeshire Camels.’ That was
because, in the old days, when the goose fens and horse fens, which, in summer, were
more or less dry, tussocky common lands, became flooded by the autumn rush of waters from
the highlands of Bedfordshire, Northamptonshire and Huntingdon, the fenmen stalked
through the shallow floods mounted on high stilts.”58 This is not mere fancy - an example of
such a stilt can be seen in the Cambridge and County Folk Museum, Cambridge.59

I

n this kind of country, the cutting of reeds and sedge for thatch, and osiers for basketmaking are likely occupations. In mediaeval times, rush-weaving was common for making
carpets, mats and baskets. Both bulrush, or ‘bolder’ and reed-mace, or ‘gladden’ were used for
this purpose. 60 In the Burwell manorial accounts of 1325 nearly 8,000 sheaves of “bearded
rush” are shown as supplied by the “bond tenants”, of which “about half was sold, much of
the remainder being used for fuel in the kitchen, bake-house and brew-house.”61 The 1649
survey of Crown lands refers to ‘Hall Strawe’, which was to be cut and brought to the manor
house by the tenants “upon every Monday and Thursday from Trinitie Sunday to Benedicte’s
day yearely (being usually the 11th day of July).” This ‘Hall Strawe’ was to be “the finest sedge
cut upon the playne fenns, within the said Mannor, and then bound into Sheaves.”62

Reeds are grown in a number of European countries, used for stabilising the banks of rivers
or canals, or as raw material for the cellulose industry, but it is only in the British Isles that
they are used for thatching roofs. It is the fact that reed stems are hollow and trap air within
them that makes them suitable for this purpose: although expensive, a thatched roof may also
be expected to last up to 80 years. Cut either annually or biannually, between Christmas and
April, reeds are bundled and tied about a foot [30cm] from the base. A standard bundle
measures 2ft [60cm] around the point where they are tied; six bundles makes a ‘fathom’ and,
traditionally, 120 fathoms made a ‘long hundred’.63 There are still a number of thatched
buildings in the village, and it is possible to identify more which were once thatched but are
now conventionally tiled, where the brick or clunch gable walls rise well above the level of the
present roof.
57 Room 1
58 James Wentworth-Day, A History of the Fens
59 Room 7
60 The Marshland World, Ron Wilson & Pat Lee
61 Victoria County History, Vol II
62 Parliamentary Survey, 1649
63 The Marshland World, ibid.
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This demonstration in Wicken Fen in the 1960’s showed how sedge was traditionally cut, stacked
and transported. Photos: Camb. Coll.

O

siers were willows, grown especially for basket-making. They were planted at the sides
of rivers, or in areas subject to flooding, when they were about 2 years old and 18 inches
[50cm] high. They reached maturity in about 3 years, at which time they were about 9 feet
[3m] tall. They were cut at this point - during the winter - and soaked in water to make them
pliable before used for weaving. Some were used ‘in the round’, just as they were cut; others,
referred to as ‘skeins’, were split in half.64

64 The Marshland World, ibid.; A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, July 1978
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P

eat - more famously used in the cottages and whisky distilleries of Scotland, which has
areas of similar country - is soil containing a very high proportion of dead vegetation.
When dried, it makes an excellent fuel. Peat or Turf cutting was a very important industry in
the Fens around Burwell. S.B.J. Skertchly, writing in 1877, describes Burwell as having the
largest turbary [turf-cutting site] in the Fens.65

The exact time when peat cutting began is not known. Anthony Day speculates that it may
well have been as long ago as the Roman Occupation when “the primitive fenmen of East
Anglia dug out the decayed residue of their marsh vegetation and dried it for domestic fuel.”66
In a region where “trees were scarce and the tools for felling them inadequate” they had “little
else to burn but cattle dung, the drying of which may have given them the idea to dig peat.”
Interestingly, though, there is no mention of turbaries in the Domesday Book, the survey of
the nation’s assets made by the conquering Normans in 1086.67 This implies that it did not
become an industry of appreciable size or value until some time later.

Peat cutters chiefly used two tools: a spade and becket. Whilst the spade is familiar today as
a gardening implement, the becket warrants further explanation: it was “a flat, narrow spade
(about 18 inches by 4 inches), shod with iron, and having a flange at right-angles so that a
vertical stroke made two cuts.”68 In fact, the becket was not introduced until the 1850’s; prior
to that the heart-shaped Morland spade was used to cut the peat. First, in spring, the surface
of the ground would be cleared with a spade, then a strip 50 yards [45m] wide and 1 ft [30cm]
marked out. A starting cut was made with another special tool, a turf knife, down one long
side and one short side of the strip. Walking backwards, the peat cutter would use a becket
to remove the peat in a line 3 turves wide; as the turves were removed they were stacked beside
the trench which had been made. Usually a second layer was cut, and if the peat was deep
enough, a third. In Burwell Fen,
“turf merchants often bought the digging rights on another’s land, contracting to remove the
turf to an agreed depth during an agreed period, after which the land was to be restored to its
owner . . . Burwell Fen was dug in places 3 or 4 times, with the result that by the 1930’s the
land had become so marshy and so badly drained that the farmers could scarcely get a living
from it”69

The turves themselves were left to dry during the summer, and then transported to the village
- and elsewhere - for winter fires. The Lode was the usual means of transport, outwards
towards Reach and Wicken Lodes and the River Cam, and inwards towards the Weirs. Arthur
‘Matey’ Doe used a small cart to deliver turves in Burwell.

65 The Geology of the Fenland, quoted in The Changing Fenland, H.C. Darby
66 Turf Village
67 Day, op. cit.
68 Darby, op. cit.
69 Cambridge and County Folk Museum, Cambridge, Room 7
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Above: these pictures, taken in the very early
years of the 20th Century, show how the peat
was dug, stacked and transported.
Photos: Camb. Coll.
Right: a barge waits on the Lode with a cargo
of peat turves.
Photo: Lyle (Camb. Coll.)
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Examples of turf barrows and the various tools mentioned can be seen in Burwell Museum,
and there is also a display of tools in the Cambridge and County Folk Museum, together with
a turf barrow and a woven ‘dockey’ [lunch] bag. A photograph is on display there70 showing
Mrs Durrant, whose husband John’s business was in North Street, loading peat turves on a
barrow. Local historian Albert Gathercole recalls 5 main turf dealers: Albert Blackwell,
Andrew and Arthur Fuller, Charles Dyson and Ralph and George Durrant.71 Kelly’s Directory
records Albert Blackwell, Coal Dealer in North Street from 1896 - 1929, succeeded by Walter
Blackwell in the 1933 and 1937 editions; John Durrant, Turf and Coal Dealer (and Farmer)
from 1875 to 1900, and Fuller Brothers, Turf Merchants in 1916 and 1922. Ralph Durrant
appears as a Turf Dealer in the 1891 Census. The diggers were more numerous, including the
Jennings, Fullers, and others.72 In the days before the coming of the railway in 1885, Mr
Dyson used two gangs of barges to transport the turf to Cambridge, near Barnwell bridge,
where it was used in brick-firing kilns, while the barges returned with loads of commodities
needed in Burwell.73
Also on display at the Cambridge and County Folk Museum is a pair of leather thigh boots,
“worn by men who dug the fen drainage dykes.” Towards the end of the 19th century, these
boots cost “£3 a pair, while the average fen worker earned only 12 shillings (60p) a week.
They were, therefore, well looked after and handed down from father to son.”74
Among the last people to use peat were blacksmiths, “when they were tyring wheels,” and
brickmakers, “who liked it for the initial firing of their kilns.”75 Turf digging continued here
until the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, although a few demonstrations have
been made in the years since by experts in the old methods such as Harold Sennitt, Henry
Barnes and Bert Bailey.76

F

or a time, in the 19th century, the digging of coprolites - phosphate-rich nodules - was a
very important industry, employing many workers at rates of pay superior to that of
agricultural work. Like agricultural work, however, it was not without its dangers, and
contemporary newspaper reports record a number of accidents. For example, in March, 1862,
we read: “as William Beckworth, a labourer, was digging coprolites, he slipped and dislocated
his leg,” and as John Flack was digging, “a large piece of earth fell upon him, and did him
serious injury.77 Later, in June, 1862, George Peachey carrying a sack of coprolites on to a
barge, “slipped off a plank and broke his leg.”78
In Burwell, on the Lode, was a factory where the coprolites were processed, and shipped out
to different destinations around the country. Part of the process of treating the coprolites was
grinding them into powder: locals mills such as the one which stood by Melton’s Farm on
Newmarket Road were used for this purpose. This business was originally owned by the Ball
family, as was the nearby Brickworks. Later, in the early 20th century, both were acquired by
Fisons. The coprolite ‘boom’ was not long-lived, however, and the fertilizer factory turned to
the storage and bagging of fertilizer only, while the Brickworks continued to operate.
70 also reproduced in Victorian and Edwardian Cambridgeshire from Old photographs, F.A. Reeve
71 Clunch, July 1977
72 Gathercole, op. cit.
73 Gathercole, op. cit.
74 Cambridge and County Folk Museum
75 Cambridge and County Folk Museum
76 Day, Turf Village
77 Cambridge Independent Press, 22nd March, 1862
78 Cambridge Independent Press, 14th June, 1862
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In 1959, Albert (A.F.) Gathercole was able to say: “It would seem that brickmaking in Burwell
is the sole survivor of the fen industries.” Speculating on the future of this business, he says
that “as there is sufficient gault [clay] on the Company’s [Fisons] present property to last
nearly one hundred years, it is to be hoped it will continue to survive to provide employment
for local labour.”79 Sadly, this was not to be, and the brickworks survived only until 1971.

H

unting and fishing have always been important occupations in the Fens. As long ago as
the 12th Century, the Fen was described thus:
“Most delightful for its charming fields and pastures, it is also remarkable for its beasts of
chase, and is in no ordinary way fertile in flocks and herds . . . there is an abundance of
domestic cattle and a multitude of wild animals: Stags, Roes, Goats and Hares are found in
its groves and by these fens. Moreover there is a fair plenty of Otters, Weasels and Polecats,
which in a hard winter are caught by traps, snares, or by any other device . . . In the eddy at
the sluices of these meres [lakes] are netted innumerable Eels, large Water-wolves - even
Pickerels, Perches, Roaches, Burbots, and Lampreys, which we call Water-snakes, It is indeed
said by many men that sometimes Isicii [salmon], together with the royal fish, the Sturgeon,
are taken.”80

Eels were plentiful, and a number of methods of catching them were devised. Earthworms
were used as bait, attached by a woollen thread to a hazel-branch. An eel-pick - ‘glave’ or
‘gleeve’ - might be used: an 8 or 9 ft [3m] pole, with 4 - 6 flat, usually barbed, blades. Eeltraps were constructed - long osier baskets with backward-pointing rods, so the eels could
squeeze into the trap, but couldn’t get out. The most common method was using a ‘sett’ - a
net stretched across a river, weighed down with chain along the bottom, and with corks
attached to the top to enable it to float. The ‘Fyke net’ method uses the net in a different way
- stretched along the river, rather than across it. Lengths of netting - which can be several
hundred yards long - are interspersed with tunnels leading to pods, kept open by metal
hoops.81
As to “fowls”, the 12th Century account continues:
“there are numberless Geese, Fiscedulae, Coots, Didappers, Water-crows, Herons, and ducks,
of which the number is very great. At midwinter or when the birds moult their quills I have
seen them caught by three hundreds more or less, sometimes they are taken in nets and snares
as well as by bird-lime.” 82

Trevor Bevis quotes a ‘Dr Fuller’ as saying that “the Fens may be termed the aviary of England,
and that the various birds were known to be delicious wild-fowl, being more dainty than some
because of continual motion.” 83

79 Fenland Village, Fisons Journal, Sept. 1959
80 Liber Eliensis, translated in the Zoologist, 1879 [3rd Series, Vol III], quoted in The Natural History of Cambridgeshire,
Marr and Shipley
81 The Marshland World, ibid.
82 Liber Eliensis in Marr and Shipley, ibid.
83 Wide Horizons - Hard Graft for Old-time Fenmen

Background:stacking Peat turves for drying in Bur well Fen. Photo: Camb. Coll.
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The mediaeval method of “ducking”, referred to in the 12th century account above, and
which took place about moulting time - midsummer - involved men in boats, armed with
sticks, chasing the moulting birds, who were unable to fly during this time, into a horseshoeshaped arrangement of nets with pipes or tunnels leading off. It was practised in the Fens
until late in the 17th century and it was a known fact that many people taking part in ducking
were there simply for the sport. As early as 1534, during the reign of King Henry VIII, the
‘pernicious practice’ of taking helpless birds at this time ‘by certen nettes and other ingyns
and polycies’ was outlawed in an ‘Act agenst the Destruccyon of Wilde-fowle at such time as
the seid olde fowle be mowted [moulting] and not replenysshed with fethers to fly, nor the
yonge fowle fully feathered perfectly to flye.’ The Act was practically impossible to enforce
and the Fenmen never really recognised it. Another Act, passed during the reign of Queen
Anne made it an offence to take birds at unseasonal times - the origin of the modern ‘close
season’ for hunting and fishing. There was a fine of 5 shillings [25p] - quite a lot of money
at that time - for breaking this law, but on the whole such measures proved ineffective, and
the practice of taking duck at this season continued, albeit somewhat reduced in scale.84
Methods of capturing wildfowl, especially ducks, have ranged from trapping and shooting
individual birds, to driving them en masse - as described - into nets set up around their
feeding-grounds. King James I [1603 - 1625] organised hawking excursions in the Fens,85
and the art of falconry, which can still be seen in demonstrations at Country Fairs today,
developed as a method for catching wildfowl of all kinds, large and small. One of the more
complex and organised methods was the ‘decoy’ system, introduced early in the 17th Century.
“Arguably the greatest industry of the ancient Fenland,” says Bevis, “centred on the numerous
decoys, small and large, which could be found scattered throughout the length and breadth of
the vast level.”86 In the early 1720’s, Daniel Defoe wrote:
“In these fenns are an abundance of admirable pieces of art call’d duckoys [decoys]; that is to
say, Places so adapted for the harbour and shelter of wild-fowl, and then furnish’d with a breed
of those they call decoy-ducks, who are taught to allure and entice their kind to places they
belong to, that it is incredible what quantities of wild-fowl of all sorts, duck, mallard, teal,
widgeon, etc. they take in those duckoys every week, during the season.” 87

The essence of the decoy system of wildfowling - often involving the rearing of ‘tame’ ducks,
which flew abroad at the appropriate season and brought back with them large numbers of
their wild cousins - was to lure the ducks into a specially constructed pool ringed by funnelshaped nets, or ‘pipes’. The feeding ducks were patiently drawn from the centre of the pool
into the mouth of a funnel, and then, when there was no possibility of returning to the safety
of the open water, chased into the narrow end of the funnel by dogs - ‘pipers’ - captured and
killed. The decoy ducks were returned to the pool, to repeat the process another year. In this
way, many hundreds of ducks could be trapped at one time.
The highly profitable decoys suffered considerably when the Fens were drained and enclosed.
The dried-out sites were turned over to farming and large numbers of people were made
redundant. A few former decoys are to be seen, relegated to mere ponds enclosed by a few
trees and bushes. An area of Adventurers’ Fen, by Reach Lode at the end of High Town
Drove, was, before the Fen was drained, known as the ‘Duck Ponds’.
84 Bevis, op. cit.
85 The Marshland World, ibid.
86 Bevis, op. cit.
87 A Tour Through England and Wales
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The individual wildfowlers first used long, hooked poles to catch the birds, but with the
invention of firearms were succeeded by the punt gunners. The punt was a narrow, flatbottomed boat, ideally suited to the sometimes shallow, marshy Fen waters. It was propelled
by paddles or a long pole which the boatman would use, standing in the rear of the punt, to
push against the bottom. Such craft can still be seen, used for leisure purposes, on the River
Cam at Cambridge. The gun, a huge shotgun - “more like a cannon”88 - was fixed to the front
of the boat and the gunner lay down to operate it. In this way he remained hidden from his
quarry, and was able to aim more accurately. Using the paddles, the punt-gunner would
slowly and stealthily approach large groups of feeding birds, and when within range, let fly
with the enormous gun. In this way immense numbers of birds would be struck with a single
shot. Bevis records a number of prodigious hauls: on one occasion, a Henry Pickering of
Cowbit, Lincolnshire, “bagged as many as 21 at a single shot”. With another shot he had
“killed 8 wild swans.” An “old Fenman” is said to have “lined up his gun on Mepal wash [near
Ely, Cambridgeshire] and knocked the daylight from 160 widgeon at the cost of only 6 shots.”
This man claimed his best shot “ended the lives of 53 peewits [plovers], and to top it all he
took 48 widgeon with one big bang from his punt gun.”89

This method of hunting did not cease in the winter: the punt-gunner merely attached sledge
runners to the boat, and used knives or ice-picks to pull it along. In this season - or at any
time during the colder months of the year when much wildfowling took place - the men
would smear their chests with goose-grease, adding a layer of brown paper before getting
dressed. Since it took such a long time to get the grease off, the men would often leave it on,
day and night, for weeks at a time!90

The punt gun was obviously a devastatingly effective weapon, and those in use were well cared
for - many remained in service for a hundred years or more. Eventually, however, its use
declined, and in modern times, gave way to the double-barrelled shotgun.

Geese, too, were bred in the Fens. They could be found “all over the area in small and large
flocks.” They can still be found today on farms around the village, often employed as
‘watchdogs’, in which role they are particularly effective, being noisy and aggressive, and quite
capable of inflicting a nasty injury on an intruder with wing or beak . They are also quite
useful for keeping the grass down in large gardens. As well as their large, rich eggs, goose
feathers were “greatly valued in the country,” and the ‘goose-coat’ or feather bed occupied
“premier place in the ranks of family heirlooms.” In places where geese were reared for their
feathers, the birds were plucked 5 times a year, and there were special days to do this: Lady
Day for quills and feathers; at Midsummer, Lammas, Michaelmas and Martinmas for feathers
only. So cosseted were the geese, according to Bevis, that during the breeding season they were
taken into the cottages and “even occupied the bedrooms, sleeping in comfortable wicker pens
placed one over the other.”91

88 Bevis, op. cit.
89 op. cit.
90 The Marshland World, ibid.
91 Bevis, op. cit.
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Factory Drove/Wicken Path Junction

H

ere, we are in the north part of Adventurer’s Fen: facing towards the village down Factory
Drove, a short distance to your right is Burwell Lode, on the other side of which is the
central part of this fen; to the left, a path takes you the half-mile or so to the village of Wicken.
The farm behind you is Priory Farm. “Why on earth the name of Priory Farm had been given
to it,” says Alan Bloom, its owner in the 1940’s, “I cannot imagine, for it was about as unlikely
a site for any building of an ecclesiastical nature as could possibly be.”92

Once, the area around you was largely impassable marsh, until successive efforts over many
hundreds of years allowed the water to be drained away, creating these fields of rich, black soil
which are so good for growing crops. It was largely due to the (considerable) efforts of Alan
Bloom that this area around Priory Farm was drained and put to agricultural use. Ironically,
this land has now been acquired by the National Trust for incorporation in the Nature Reserve
Wicken Fen and reversion to its original undrained state.93 It is lucky to be preserved, in fact
- an Air Ministry plan to use the part of Adventurers’ Fen as a bombing range in the Second
World War was dropped, perhaps because one of the two species of Buckthorn growing there
“was valuable when processed as an ingredient for munitions.”94 When sold almost 30 years
later, the farm was, according to the auctioneers, “considered to be one of the most productive,
efficient and highly-farmed units in the district.”95

O

ver the years, many researchers have sought to identify and explain links between
elements of our landscape and important sites of ritual or religious significance,
constructed in prehistoric times. Natural features like hills and springs, and man-made ones
such as burial mounds and stone-circles may all be included: more recent features, such as
roads and churches can be indicators of more ancient sites beneath. Alfred Watkins, writing
in the 1920’s and 30’s, showed that it was possible to join these sites in straight lines, which
he called ‘leys’, believing them to be trackways used for trading between communities: two of
Watkins’ leys pass through the village. In the 1960’s and 70’s, much work was done on a
different way of looking at significant sites: that their relationship is geometrical. John
Michell first identified a decagonal arrangement of sites around the country, having a diameter
of 201 kilometres; Michael Behrend described a heptagon with a 218 kilometre diameter, and,
locally, a feature which he dubbed the ‘Cambridgeshire Vesica’ - a diamond-shape, of which
most of the important points lie in this county. One line, associated with the Vesica,
beginning at Bisley, Surrey, and passing through Thriplow church, follows the path from the
Lode towards Wicken, past this junction. 96

92 The Farm in the Fen
93 Discovering Burwell, Walk 4
94 Alan Bloom, The Fens
95 Cheffins, Grain and Chalk, Sales Catalogue, 14th Nov, 1968
96 The Landscape Geometry of Southern Britain, Michael Behrend

Above and below: flooding in the area to the West of Priory Farm, end of the 20th Century.
Photos: A. Murkin

Map 22: The area covered by Part 11 of the Tour

1. The Burwell Pump House, Upware
2. Reproduction of the old ‘humpback’ style of fen bridge
3. Site of Pout Hall
4. Cock-up bridge, Burwell
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11
Cock-up Bridge
T

urning towards the Lode from Priory Farm, Harrison’s Drove leads off to the right.
Shortly after this you arrive at the bridge over the river. Dr Charles Lucas describes the
appearance of the fen here, as it was in 1856, as:
“An extensive plain . . . the surface being a dead flat water level. There were then only a few trees to be
seen - a few stunted willows near the homesteads, some black poplars near the Reach Lode bank, and
a row of them, about a mile long, near the River Cam bank. There were no hedges, few houses, and
these only by the Reach Lode and along the bank of the Cam.”
“The objects which stood out in bold relief were the Swaffham and Burwell pumping stations [at
Upware] and three drawbridges - one situated at the Anchor Yard, another two miles up the Burwell
Lode, and the third at the junction of the Burwell and Wicken Lodes.”1

These bridges were very prominent features in the district and could be seen from many miles
away. They did indeed resemble drawbridges, consisting of two 15ft [4.5m] poles with a
cantilever arm on top from which the bridge itself, also about 15ft wide, was suspended on
chains. These were weighted at the other end so the bridge could be raised and lowered. This
method of lifting gave rise to the Fen nickname for them: ‘Cock-up’ bridges.
1 The Fenman’s World
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The original Cock-up bridge here was constructed in May, 1848, replacing the earlier ‘High
Bridge’,2 and another followed - “a crazy, wooden, hump-backed affair”3 in the 1940’s,
according to Dr E.A.R. Ennion, who recalls:
“Long ago a real ‘cock-up’ bridge had stood there . . . which tipped up to let the barges
through and swung down again to let turf barrows cross from one side of Adventurer’s Fen to
the other . . . And probably it will not be long before a third bridge supersedes the present one
- of reinforced concrete, squat, incongruous and white.”4

Not the original, but the ‘hump-backed’ Cock-up bridge familiar in the memory of many
present-day Burwell residents. Photo: Camb. Coll.
In fact, it was not until February, 1966, that the Great Ouse River Authority placed an
advertisement in the local newspaper, giving notice of its intention to “re-construct the timber
bridge known as High Bridge or Cock-up bridge over the Burwell Lode.” The “steeply
ramped approaches” - designed for horses to cross from one towpath to the other, while giving
enough clearance for barges to pass beneath - were to be replaced by “stepped approaches set
at right angles to the main structure.”5

T

o the right, you can walk along the north bank of Burwell Lode towards its junction with
Reach Lode, which enters at an angle on the other side of the river. On the point of land
formed by this junction once stood a house called Pout Hall.

2 Burwell Fen Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
3 Alan Bloom, The Farm in the Fen
4 Adventurer’s Fen
5 Cambridge News, Feb 16th, 1966
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Pout Hall
D

r Lucas relates the following story, which occurred while he was on holiday at Clumber
in County Galway, Ireland:
“At dinner in an hotel one evening, four gentlemen came in and sat near me, and this was the
conversation. One of them said, ‘I have never travelled over such bad roads in my life.’
Another of the party said ‘They are nothing like so bad as what I experienced last autumn
when I went to inspect a property on Burwell Fen called Pout Hall [at the junction of Burwell
and Reach Lodes]. . . I went down a long village with houses all end-on to the street. I then
turned up by a canal and passed some chemical manure works and reached a bridge called the
“Cock-up.” At this point the driver said the road was too bad and dangerous. “If you want
to go any farther,” said he, “you may drive yourself; I dare not.”’
“Fancy my astonishment,” he says, “in that far distant land of Ireland to hear my own village
so graphically described!”6

Pout Hall stood on this promentory between the Burwell Lode,
to the left, and Reach Lode, to the right. Photo: A.Murkin

The story of Pout Hall is also told by Dr Charles Lucas. An “old picturesque house with
thatch-covered roof and six rooms,” facing north and south and “surrounded by high willow
trees,” 3 miles from Burwell, 1 1/2 from Wicken, and a mile from Upware. It was built by
John Peachey about the middle of the 19th century as an inn, but a licence for the sale of
alcohol could never be obtained from the magistrates. The name is said to come from a type
of eel which was common in the waters around.
6 op. cit.
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Since it was situated in a very inaccessible place, it became a “rendezvous for thieves and
scoundrels,” who “lurked about the Fen at all times of the day and night seeking what they
could purloin and garnering their plunder in this out-of-the-way residence, where they
concocted their nefarious plans.” Beer was sold illegally, and “every other kind of lawlessness
were carried on there.” Lucas describes a typical example of the organised crime centred on
Pout Hall:
“This is the way the scoundrels plundered the farmers in the Fen: four formed the gang, one
taking a sail-cloth or a stack-cloth, another a pole, the third a pitchfork, and the fourth some
sacks. When the cloth was spread out in the cornfield, one man took a sheaf from a shock
with his pitchfork and held it over the cloth. The fellow with the pole then beat it, thus
thrashing out a lot of the corn, which was gathered up into a sack and taken to Pout Hall.
This process they repeated until they had got as much corn as they wanted. On the following
night, when a boat was brought to the front of Pout Hall, the sacks were carried on board and
the cargo taken down the L ode to the Weirs and unloaded at a wharf belonging to the last
house in North Street, where it was conveyed to an underground granary. “7

The Police, according to Lucas, were baffled for a very long time, until the arrival in the village
of “a very smart sergeant named Plant.” One night he caught the robbers red-handed with “a
boatload of plunder.” They “made a desperate resistance” and the sergeant had to use his staff,
breaking one man’s arm. After this the gang surrendered, and the “imprisonment and
transportation which followed” put a stop to their crimes.
C.W.R.D. Moseley, writing in the 1990’s, recalls that someone he know brought up a large
family at Pout Hall “on what the fen provided”, but that the house had “collapsed into a jungle
of nettles” some 10 years before.8

Adventurer’s Fen is to your right - this part is now owned by the National Trust. On the other
side of Adventurer’s Fen runs Wicken Lode, and on the other side of Wicken Lode lies Wicken
Fen, a National Trust property for about 100 years.
7 Lucas, op. cit.
8 Reach - A Brief History

The very edge of Burwell. Looking north-east, along
Wicken Lode, Adventurer’s Fen, Burwell is on the right
bank, Wicken Fen on the left. Photo: A.Murkin
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Wicken Fen
“Here, we must believe, is sanctuary not for wild life only, but for ancient memories, for the
men of Burwell Fen and Wicken Fen are much as they were when Hereward the Wake held
out against the Norman Duke, or when Geoffrey de Mandeville attacked King Stephen’s fort
here and died a rebel’s death.”9

Wicken Fen is a nature reserve of some 600 acres, one of 188 National Nature Reserves
(NNRs) in England, established to protect the most important areas of wildlife habitat and
geological formations in Britain, and as places for scientific research.10 It has been owned and
maintained since 1899 by the National Trust, and now includes part of Adventurer’s Fen
north of Harrison’s Drove. Its interest lies in the fact that, unlike the majority of the East
Anglian Fens, it largely escaped the effects of the drainage schemes of the 17th century which
resulted in the conversion of fen to farmland, and therefore gives an indication of the nature
of the region before that time.
It is not, however, a representation of the Fens ‘untouched by the hand of man’, as some think.
Rather, it shows the Fens as they looked - and look - as used by the people living here, and
the type of vegetation to be seen is the result over many hundreds of years of this use:
“For centuries the owners of the narrow strips, into which Wicken Fen was divided, had
mown sedge [a reed-like plant which grows in water] for thatching [a type of roofing] and
litter [a mixture of flowers and grasses] for animal bedding, or conducted other operations
such as peat digging.” 11

Visiting it just a couple of years after its acquisition by the National Trust, W. Rider Haggard
- best known for his adventure novels such as She and King Solomon’s Mines - said:
“On a bright summer’s day, such as that on which I saw it, it is a lovely place . . . I saw . . . a
yellow, black-barred, swallow-tailed butterfly floating towards me with a bold, determined
flight, not unlike to that of the common Red Admiral which followed on its path. I confess
that I have rarely been more delighted, since these glorious insects are, I believe, only to be
found in Great Britain upon this land and one or two other patches of fen . . . I have seen
plenty of these butterflies in foreign countries, but the three which I met with that day in
Wicken Fen, struck me as larger than those I have studied in other parts of the world.”12

Part of Wicken Fen is owned by the Parish Council, and local people still retain the right to
collect sedge and peat here, although mowing sedge for thatch ceased to be a profitable
business after the end of the 19th century. Peat digging, as a business, continued at least until
the Second World War.
In those areas of the fen which have been drained you can see that the peaty soil has shrunk
as it has dried out. The level there is some 8 to 10 feet [3m] lower than in Wicken Fen.
9 Arthur Mee, The King’s England
10 English Nature, http://www.english-nature.org.uk
11 Wicken Sedge Fen, F.J. Bingley and S.M. Walters
12 Rural England
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S

ome of the strips into which the fen was divided were mown once every four years, others
more frequently than this, at intervals of one, two and three years, and the types of
vegetation in each part differ. The National Trust’s aim is to encourage as wide a variety of
flora and fauna as possible by continuing the cutting in a similar way.

There are 10 miles of walks available, for visitors although not all of them are available in all
seasons - much depends on the weather! Some are constructed on boardwalks and are suitable
for disabled visitors and those with pushchairs.13

Many National Nature Reserves, either owned or controlled by English Nature or held by
approved bodies such as Wildlife Trusts, contain nationally important populations of rare
flowers, ferns and mosses, butterflies and other insects, and of course nesting and wintering
birds. At Wicken Fen, rare species which may be seen include: Fen Ragwort (Senecio
paludosus), the rarest and most impressive of native British ragwort, which can grow to an
impressive 200cm (over 6 feet) in height, with a bright yellow flower head. Once this species
was found throughout the Fens, but for a long time was thought to be extinct in Britain until
a single population was discovered near Ely; Fen Violet (Viola persicifolia), a much cherished
part of the British countryside, probably the rarest and most elusive species of this group, and
consequently has been seen by very few. Although once found at a scattering of fenland sites
in southern Britain, it is now restricted to only two locations, both on National Nature
Reserves, at Wicken Fen and Woodwalton Fen in Cambridgeshire; Swallowtail butterfly
(Papilio machaon), one of Britain’s most spectacular butterflies, once found in several areas of
Eastern England where the food plant its caterpillar depends on, Milk Parsley (Peucednum
palustre) occurred amongst the sedge fens.

Swallowtails were common in Wicken Fen up until the 1950s, and it was partly this
spectacular species which, at the beginning of the century, attracted the attention of the many
entomologists and insect collectors who helped to expand and protect the Reserve. An
attempt to reintroduce the Swallowtail at Wicken in the early 1980s failed, but the ecology of
the species is now better understood, the condition of the Fen - the water levels and the sedge
management - is now much more suitable for the Milk Parsley and thus the Swallowtails. The
best time to see them is in late June or early July.

Hobbies are still to be found occasionally, and Marsh Harriers can be seen hunting and taking
prey. They successfully bred here in 1997 and two lots of three young have been seen. Hen
Harriers, slightly smaller than Marsh Harriers, overwinter here regularly, and a Common
Buzzard has been spotted .
A single nightjar, although the species is not at all common here, was caught and ringed in
September, 1997. This bird is hard to find, and is usually detected by its characteristic nighttime song, which has been described as ‘like an electric drill in the far distance’.

13 20 Interesting Places to Visit from Cambridge, E. Pilmer
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Also caught and ringed in September 1997 was a Cetti’s Warbler, the first since 1986. On
the Mere and along Wicken Lode the usual waterfowl can often be seen: Mute Swans and
cygnets; Widgeon; Gadwall; Teal; Mallard; Shoveler; Coot; Grey Herons. Little Grebe, too,
have been seen on the Lode, and, during the winter, Cormorants.14
14 East Cambridgeshire Online News, http://www.demon.co.uk/ecoln/

Winter on Wicken Lode. Photographer unknown: author’s collection
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Norman’s Mill, which formerly stood in Adventurer’s Fen, but was moved here to Wicken Fen and restored in
the 1950’s. Photographer unknown: author’s collection
It is possible to spend as little as an hour or two in Wicken Fen, but
“It is not a place that you can take in at a gulp; it needs to be savoured - visited at changing
seasons, in varying weathers and at different times of day and night . . .
“But perhaps, from the insect-collector’s point of view, the Fen is best at night, especially for
such reed-dwelling moths as the wainscots, the reed leopard and the exceedingly rare marsh
moth . . . One does not easily forget the thrill of collecting moths at Wicken Fen on a really
good night - very dark, sultry and threatening thunder or rain - when they flock in their
hundreds to the sugaring-posts and sheets [a traditional method of attracting and catching
insects].
“Nor, in the daytime, will the botanist forget his visit, not only for the sight of rarities like the
marsh pea and fern and orchid and that large and lovely buttercup, the greater spearwort, but
also for the sheer profusion and the heady peat-mingled scent of all the commoner flowers meadowsweet, hemp agrimony, flag and mint and bedstraw - rioting in the litter. He will
want to return, in spite of the hungry mosquitoes that once riddled the fens with ague
[malarial fever].”15

15 Cambridgeshire, Huntingdonshire and the Isle of Ely, Dr E.A.R. Ennion
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A

s Wicken Lode curves round to enter Burwell Lode, you reach the extreme north of the
parish of Burwell. The bridge by which you cross Wicken Lode is a replica of the original
‘humpback’ type, which stood here, and at High bridge over Burwell Lode. This “exact
replica” was erected in 1995.

Looking south, along Burwell Lode, in the mid-20th Century, just past the junction with
Wicken Lode, showing the old humpback bridge and the exit to the culvert which carried the
drainage channel from Burwell Fen to the pump house at Upware. Photo: Hinde (Camb. Coll.)

A

lthough not in Burwell, an important building associated with the village, the Upware
Pump House, can be seen in the distance, at the end of the Lode.

Fen Drainage and Burwell Lode

B

urwell Lode, some 3 1/4 miles [5.2km] in length and 40 - 45ft [13m] wide, forms part
of the Fen drainage system in this area, together with neighbouring Reach Lode, Wicken
Lode and Monk’s Lode. Slightly further afield, Bottisham Lode and Swaffham Bulbeck Lode
complete the system in this part of the Fens, north-east of Cambridge and south-west of the
River Cam.
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Looking west, from the Burwell bank of Wicken Lode,
towards the pump house at Upware, in the distance.
Photo: A.Murkin
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T

he present-day Burwell Lode begins at a junction with the Weirs in Burwell, by Anchor
Bridge, and flows north-west to join the River Cam at Upware. However, in the first
phase of drainage construction in the area, this was not the case.

The Romans were the first to attempt drainage on a large scale. Bottisham Lode, Swaffham
Bulbeck Lode and Reach Lode are generally considered to date from Roman times: there is
reason to believe that Wicken Lode, Monk’s Lode and Burwell Old Lode are probably from
this period too. Burwell Old Lode, first mentioned in 1604,16 is not the same Lode that we
know today: it lay further north, following, in part, the length of the ditch now known as
‘Black Lake’, and ended at a natural watercourse in Adventurer’s Fen.
During the mediaeval period little large-scale drainage work took place around Burwell - some
small areas only on the edge of the fen, close to the village, were drained and enclosed [marked
out into fields] - and if it was not Roman, then Burwell Old Lode would have been
constructed at this time. C.W.R.D. Moseley attributes the decline of East Reach - that part
of the ancient village which lay east of the Devil’s Dyke, in Burwell Parish - to the construction
of the Old Lode in the late 12th or early 13th century.17
It was not until the 17th century that a new phase of major work began. A group of
‘Adventurers’, led by the 4th Duke of Bedford, who owned large parts of the Fens, engaged a
Dutchman, Cornelius Vermuyden - later knighted for his efforts - to supervise drainage
operations. As a reward for their participation, the Adventurers were to be allocated tracts of
the drained land, and after Vermuyden’s first major achievement - the Old Bedford Level,
running from Earith (Cambs) to Denver (Norfolk) - in 1637, this was done. A year later,
however, the decision was reversed on the grounds that the drained land still flooded in winter,
and the work was therefore a failure.
The King, Charles I (1625 - 1649), supported a halt to drainage work, seeing that the
granting of land to the Adventurers was unpopular. Oliver Cromwell, Charles’ opponent in
many matters, was of the same mind. The Duke of Bedford, meanwhile, died in 1641, the
Civil War intervened, and Vermuyden could do nothing but make plans for a possible future
resumption of work.
This came in 1650. King Charles had been executed in 1649, England was a Republic, with
Oliver Cromwell as Lord Protector, and the 5th Duke of Bedford was as keen as his father to
continue. Cromwell now supported the enterprise, and much of the labouring was done by
Scottish prisoners captured by Cromwell at the Battle of Dunbar, and later by Dutchmen
taken prisoner during a naval engagement in the English channel.18 The Adventurers received
their lands, which lay in the parish of Burwell, and are together known as ‘Adventurer’s Fen’.
It was during this period, from about 1651 to about 1656 that the present Burwell Lode was
constructed, and appears on Moore’s map of the Fens, dated 1695.19 Only the north-western
section, closest to the junction with Reach Lode, has subsequently been altered, recut to its
present straight alignment in the second half of the 19th century.20
16 The Canals of Eastern England, John Boyes and Ronald Russell
17 Reach - A Brief History
18 The Black Fens, H.J. Mason
19 Boyes & Russell, op. cit
20 Cambridgeshire County Council Sites and Monuments Record [SMR]
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t must not be thought that the idea of drainage, which went hand-in-hand with ‘enclosure’
- parcelling out the formerly commonly-owned and worked fens to individual owners - was
popular with those who lived there. Quite the reverse, as James Wentworth-Day tells us:

Vermuyden and his Dutch/Flemish team - composed partly of French Huguenots
“built the sluices which the Fen gunners blew up. And by night the fenmen came slinking
through the reeds in their flat punts and shot and stabbed the foreigners patrolling the lock
gates, laid their gunpowder charges and blew their devilish works sky-high, to let in “Old
Captain Flood,” their patron saint of the spreading waters.”21

Court records of the Deputy Lieutenants and Justices of the Peace of the County of
Cambridge from June 11th, 1638, report:
“According to your directions we met at Newmarket and informed ourselves of all such riots
as have this summer been made in our parts of [the County of] Cambridge; and we certify
that on the 1st day of June inst. two of us on the first hearing of such assemblies (made at
Swaffham Bulbeck, Bur well and Wicken) having sent to the Sheriff to give him notice, and
having a jury of 12 sufficient men returned before them to inquire of the same.”22

The jury in this case found:
“only Thomas Shipp to be a principal man to raise the assembly made riotously at Burwell,
which Shipp, upon his examination, taken before us this day, has confessed the same, and
discovered [named] divers of his company, viz. Richard Bulman, John Ormes, William Wyatt,
Edward Crow, Ambrose Farrow, and Robert Gilbert Snr, with others whose names he
remembereth not, in all 13 or 14, and that those named joined with him in casting down the
[drainage] ditches lately made by the Queen’s officers. Shipp further said that John Pope of
Burwell brought them victuals.” 23

Ormes and Gilbert proved unrepentant, “being blamed for such riotous doing, answered that
though other townsmen had given away their right they would cast them down again.”
Warrants for arrest were issued for the others accused.
Other riots in the vicinity of Burwell are described at Wicken in 1636, and “near Wicken” in
1637, but the report was able to conclude that : “All is now quiet in these towns as in all parts
of our division of [the County of] Cambridge.” It seems that the rioters, far from being
universally condemned, enjoyed “the sympathy, if not active support” of both the local justice
and the curate of Wicken, these being Isaac Barrow of Burwell, and his son-in-law, Robert
Grimer.24 Barrow’s standing is said to have been such that he could “rule them all with a word
of his mouth”,25 and Grimer enjoyed “similar authority in Barrow’s absence”.26 But this
influence was not, as might be expected, brought to bear on behalf of the authorities against
the rioters: a Wicken constable testified that when several rioters were brought before Barrow,
he neither committed them nor bound them over, but “persuaded them that two of them
should voluntarily go to prison, promising them that he would see that they should want for
nothing, and that he would endeavour to get them out of prison.”27
21 A History of the Fens
22 quoted in Vol III
23 Fenland Notes & Queries, ibid.
24 Fenland Riots and the English Revolution, Keith Lindley
25 quoted by Lindley, op. cit.
26 Lindley, op. cit
27 quoted by Lindley, op. cit.
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Grimer, incidentally, fell victim to the Cromwellian purge of Royalist churchmen at the time
of the Civil War, when he was ousted from his job in 1644, not returning to Wicken until
1656, shortly before the Restoration of the Monarchy.

A

s the Fen land was drained, it was enclosed into fields, and by 1720 the whole of Burwell
Fen had been divided up in this way, except for a large area to the west of the Lode known
as ‘Poor’s Fen’.
However, as soon as any drainage works were completed, the peaty soil began to dry out and
shrink: water would not now drain away by gravity alone, and further action would have to
be taken if the land - as many landowners wished - was to be made suitable for agriculture.
An Act to enclose and drain the Fen received Royal Assent on June 21st, 1841, despite the
opposition of “a large minority of landowners at Burwell who remained totally opposed to a
drainage system and were prepared to go to considerable lengths to stop it.”28 Had it not been
for this opposition, in fact, Burwell would probably have joined the Swaffham and Bottisham
drainage scheme which had come into operation back in 1767.29
The Burwell Drainage Board, formed as a consequence of the 1841 Act, immediately set to
work, holding their first meeting at the Fox on June 30th, of that year. Any landowner who
had more than 50 acres in the Fen became a Commissioner, and was entitled to attend the
meetings personally, or send a deputy; smaller landowners were entitled to 3 representatives
between them. For the next 15 years or so, Edward Ball habitually took the chair. In the
1850’s, his son Richard would on occasions do the same, as would, in the 1860’s, a younger
son, Salisbury. Later Chairmen included Thomas Lucas in the 1880’s and 1890’s, when the
location of meetings switched to the White Horse, and, in the 1890’s, Robert Stephenson.

A

s soon as the first Commissioners began to meet, William Fairburn of Manchester was
invited to demonstrate a model of his ‘Cornish’ steam engine, which, after a number of
missed appointments, he did on July 21st. His tender of £1560 was accepted in August, as
was his later suggestion - at an additional cost of £40 - to increase the size of the scoop-wheel
which would raise water into the Cam: this was now to have a diameter of 28ft [9m].30
The engine-house, which cost over £300, was placed at Upware, at the junction of Reach Lode
and the Cam. This location was outside the parish, but it was not feasible to pump the water
out into Burwell Lode, due to the dangers of flooding in times of heavy rain; legal reasons also
prevented the use of Reach Lode. Drainage had to be direct into the Cam, across the high
land south of Upware, parallel to, and about 50ft from Reach Lode, under Wicken Lode and
along Burwell Lode as far as the Cock-up bridge. The drain, some 1 3/4 miles long, was 30ft
wide and up to 7ft deep in places; the 135ft-long culvert under Wicken Lode was just 4ft wide
and 5 1/2 ft high.31
28 The Drainage of Burwell Fen, Cambridgeshire, C.C. Taylor
29 Inventory of Historical Monuments in the County of Cambridge,
30 Burwell Fen Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
31 Inventory of Historical Monuments in the County of Cambridge, ibid.
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Channelling the water this way meant not only that the natural drainage in this part of
Adventurer’s Fen had to be reversed, but also that the drain would have to be “cut into solid
clay at its lower end and into constantly shrinking peat at what was supposed to be its upper
end.” This caused major difficulties, “not least in trying to get water to run uphill.”32 The
drain still exists as a small ditch, filled with reeds, but the culvert is not now visible.

The drainage ditch alongside the Lode, close to the
Upware pump house. Photo: A.Murkin

The engine house - slate-roofed and built of Burwell white bricks, some stamped with the
word ‘Drain’ - consisted of several separate sections, with solid walls between: a cottage for the
engineer, a boiler store - later used as the oil store - the engine room with tall chimney, and,
over the drain, the scoop-wheel house, extended in 1884 when an ‘assistant wheel’ was added
to increase the amount of water lifted into the Cam.33 The bricks were supplied by Edward
Ball, and other materials by William Danby; the builders were Stephen Gardiner and John
Crack.34

32 Taylor, ibid.
33 Inventory of Historical Monuments in the County of Cambridge,, ibid.; Ely Standard, Jan, 1913
34 Burwell Fen Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes

Above: the front (left) and rear (right) of the Upware pump house, looking rather derelict
in the mid-20th Century. Photos: Hinde (Camb. Coll.)
Below: roofed, but still neglected in the early 1980’s.
Photographer unknown: author’s collection

When it was first installed - at a cost of between £400
and £50035 - the 35hp [horsepower] Burwell steam
engine was considerably larger than the 24hp
Swaffham engine, which stood a couple of hundred
yards away, and required a bigger building to house it.
The Burwell engine house was 44ft by 38ft, the
Swaffham one only 34ft by 34ft, and it was almost a
decade before the construction of the larger and more
familiar Swaffham engine house in 1850. Both this
and the Burwell building - which was never replaced
- were not merely utilitarian, but are “notable for their
decorative brickwork.”36 Inside the Burwell building,
at the time of the Inventory of Historical Monuments in
the County of Cambridge, 1972, the cast-iron
framework for inspection platforms and elongated
opening for the engine-beam were still visible. At
present37 it is being converted into a private house.
35 Ely Standard, ibid.
36 Inventory of Historical Monuments in the County of Cambridge, ibid.
37 Feb 1999
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This page: The front (below) and rear
(left) of the Upware pump house at the
end of the 20th Centur y, showing its
gradual transformation into a private
dwelling.

Facing page: two views of the pump
house from the west side.

Photos: A.Murkin
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A view of the Upware pump house from the south east, showing the typical fen landscape through which the Lode
flows. Photo: A.Murkin

W

indmills, too, now became part of the Fenland landscape. Formerly, only larger mills,
for the purpose of grinding corn for flour, were sited around the village, normally on
higher ground. The wooden Fen drainage mills were used to scoop water from ditches in lowlying areas and move it into the main drains. None still remain in their original positions; the
only one which survives, Norman’s Mill, was in use in Adventurer’s Fen until the 1930’s and
later moved to Wicken Fen, where it was restored in 1956 and occasionally used today. The
original site was then occupied by a “modern concrete platform”.38 The Cambridgeshire
County Council Sites and Monuments Record shows a number of sites of windpumps, known
to have been demolished by 1911; one, however, sited at a Pump House along Harrison’s
Drove, to the north west of Priory Farm, continued in use beyond this date, being replaced
by a small oil engine in 1924.

I

nitially at least, these drainage measures met with some success - despite breakdowns and
floods. A press report in November, 1852 records:
“The water is exceedingly high at Burwell, being about nine feet against the steam engine,
which prevents it working. A great many men are employed on the banks to prevent, if
possible, an overflow of water in the Fen.” 39

38 Cambridgeshire County Council Sites and Monuments Record [SMR]
39 Cambridge Independent Press, 20th Nov, 1852
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Even the village itself was affected, according to Dr Charles Lucas: by 1856, he recalls, the
water level had fallen by two feet [60cm], and cherry trees would no longer grow. “Before this
took place” he says, “cherry trees were grown everywhere and many attained a great size.” He
cites the example of Tunbridge Farm in Low Road, which formerly had a cherry orchard
beside it. “In the prosperous times of the orchard” he says, “any person might by the payment
of sixpence [2 1/2 pence] eat cherries all day long to his heart’s content.”40
Right from the beginning, however, the work of the Drainage Commission was dogged by
difficulties: finance was always a problem - relieved in part by the tolls charged for barge traffic
on the Lode - and a tax of 4 shillings [20p] per acre was levied on landowners in the Fens.
The amount of tax was set each year: between 1843 and 1849 it was increased to 8 shillings
[40p] an acre, and varied from 6 to 8 shillings [30 to 40p] more or less throughout the
remainder of the Century, just briefly rising to 8s 6d [42.5p] in 1883 and 9s 6d [47.5p] in
1884.41 There was also the ever-present resistance to enclosure of the land in Poor’s Fen which
went along with the drainage. Resentment had been building up in the late 1840’s, and
matters came to a head in March, 1851, with occupation of the land and the intervention of
the troops in the so-called ‘Burwell Riots’.

The Burwell Riots
T

he circumstances surrounding the Riots concern an area known as ‘Poor’s Fen’. Since the
17th century Burwell Poor’s Fen, an area of about 190 acres, had been left for the
exclusive benefit of the poor of Burwell, who were able to dig peat there for fuel, and cut grass
and reeds for their own use. After the draining of the Fens it had become subject to the
drainage taxes, which, in the early part of the 19th century, got seriously into arrears. In 1819,
the body responsible for the Lodes, the Eau Brink Drainage Commission, seized the land and
put it up for auction on October 8th that year at the Swan, Bottisham, to pay the arrears off.42

A meeting of “some of the more influential inhabitants of Burwell” was held, and Rev J.J.
Baines was despatched to Bottisham to purchase the land - at a cost of £90 - on behalf of a
group of trustees comprising - apart from himself - John Johnson, William Shelverton,
William Casburn, William Shelverton the younger, John Arber, Salisbury Dunn, Samuel
Peachey, John Johnson the younger, William Poole and John Gittos the younger.43 The
agreement stated that the poor of the parish should be allowed:
“to use and enjoy the said parcel of land . . . and to dig, cut and carry away from the said piece
of land, turf, peat, sedge, reeds and litter, and all other produce of the said land, for the use
of themselves and their respective families.”44
40 The Fenman’s World
41 Burwell Fen Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
42 Cambridge Chronicle, Cambridge Independent Press, 8th March, 1851
43 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
44 Report of the Commissioners Inquiring Concerning Charities and Education of the Poor, 1839
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esponsibility for payment of the taxes - £9 a year - now fell to the Parish. There were
those who objected to this, arguing that as the land was exclusively enjoyed by the poor,
they ought to pay. It was also acknowledged, however, that:
“although it is true that the poor do derive an immense benefit from this land, the parish, also,
indirectly participate in its advantages. For when there is a dearth of employment, as at
present, a vast number of the poor resort to their land and work upon it, who would otherwise
become a burden upon the parish, and thus the rates are considerably alleviated.” 45

Apart from these doubters, everyone seemed happy with the arrangement, although a warning
note was sounded in an 1839 Inquiry Report into Charities for the Poor:
“the fen is used by the poor at large for digging turf, the surface being completely cut to pieces
by them. In its present condition it is worth about 5 shillings [25p] an acre to let, but is
capable of considerable improvement by draining.”46

In fact, as early as 1794, a writer describing the waterlogged state of Burwell Fen reported that:
“it is constantly inundated . . . In this most deplorable situation it is considered by the
principal farmers, to be far more productive, than if it were better drained, because the water
encourages the growth of reed and sedge, which is cut by the poor people, and sent by water
to the upper country for the purpose of drying malt. Any attempt in contemplation for the
better draining of this fen is considered as hostile to the true interests of these deluded
people.”47

So, for a time, the land continued to be used by the village in the same way as before; until a
Cambridge solicitor, Samuel Peed, who owned land adjoining Poor’s Fen in the late 1840’s,
conceived the idea of enclosing it, making the soil suitable for cultivation of crops, and renting
it to the poor as allotments - perhaps he had read, or been advised of, the recent Report. The
scheme was, it would appear, well-intentioned, but opposition in the village was fierce. It
would be very expensive to drain the land and clay it, and the increase in its value would be
minimal, given that prices of agricultural products were low at that time, and considerable use
was already being made of resources such as peat, already being dug there. A sympathetic
report in the press expressed the widely-held view that “a more insane project was never
conceived than the expenditure of a large sum of money upon this land . . . By every wellinformed mind the scheme of changing this land into a fertile soil is laughed at.”48
A petition against the scheme was signed by almost 1,000 people - no mean feat for a village
of scarcely more than 2,000 inhabitants - and presented to the Attorney-General in London,
who is reported to have said: “If it be found more profitable to continue the land for turf,
cannot it be subjected to certain restrictions, and the produce sold at a cheap rate to the poor?”
Needless to say, the presenters of the petition did not think much of this suggestion, which
would in effect be a scheme for the poor to pay a special cheap rate for something which was
previously free!

45 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
46 Report of the Commissioners Inquiring Concerning Charities and Education of the Poor, 1839
47 Charles Vancouver, General View of the Agriculture in the County of Cambridge, 1794
48 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
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he petition was rejected, so the villagers decided to take direct action: when, around
September, 1850, a surveyor, Charles Bidwell, arrived from Ely shortly afterwards, to
begin the levelling of the land,
“a flag, as a signal, was hoisted from an adjoining brick-kiln . . . [and] hundreds soon
congregated on the spot . . . he was, by the Burwellites, ordered to leave, and the Surveyor’s
especial attention was drawn to a deep ditch and the road, and the alternative given as to
which he preferred: of course, like a sensible man, he chose the road.”49

Later, Bidwell returned with some labourers, also from Ely, who were to carry out the
preparation of the fields, but when they heard the story of what had happened from the
Burwell people, they refused to start work.

In January, 1851, 12 policemen arrived from London, but were met by “several hundred”
Burwell people, who “behaved with singular calmness and moderation. ‘This,” said they, ‘is
our land - we shall allow no trespass - don’t provoke a disturbance, and we won’t disturb a hair
of your heads.’”50

In the following month, on February 28th, a rumour spread that the policemen were going
to try again to take possession of the land. The Burwell Town Crier went round the village,
“after eannouncing a sale of farm implements:, commenced decrying the Court of Chancery
by the following notice: - This is to give notice that the Police intend to bring a strong force
to take our Fen. It’s expected that every poor man will come this day and do his duty.”51 The
alarm was raised, and between 400 and 500 villagers, armed with bludgeons, spades and other
formidable weapons, hurried to the land, having dug a wide ditch, to prevent trespassers
approaching them.

This time Captain Alexander Cotton, a County Magistrate, was present. Just as the Captain
reached North Street, he saw crowds of stalwart labourers hurrying to the Fen, and called to
one of them, whose name was Bitten, asking him, “in somewhat peremptory terms,” where
he was going with that shovel? “‘To my work,’ quoth the man.” The Captain asked Bitten
to hand over the shovel, but he refused, saying “It is my shovel, and I’ll not part with it.” The
Police came up, but the man’s friends crowded round to protect him.

In this manner, they made their way to the Fen, where the Riot Act was “read - but not heard;
for the villagers set up a yell that made the welkin ring.”52 The Captain and the policemen
retreated and “it was thought expedient to have a detachment of soldiers down.”53

49 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
50 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
51 Mike Petty, Off The Beaten Track, with Lester Millbank, Radio Cambridgeshire, April, 1992; Cambridge Chronicle, 8th February, 1851
52 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
53 Fenland Notes and Queries, Aspland
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n Tuesday, March 4th, 1851, cavalry gathered at Newmarket, and infantry at Ely,; on
Wednesday the 5th the various publicans of the village had received their billeting
orders, but it was not known when they would arrive in Burwell. In the meantime,
tremendous local support built up: hundreds of sympathisers poured in from the surrounding
villages; “there were 40 vehicles at one inn, and the public houses throughout the town [sic]
were crowded.”54 Collections were taken, and money raised to help the cause, in Newmarket,
Fordham, Soham, Reach and the Swaffhams. The whole village was “upon the qui vive from
one end to the other.” 55
“It being a wet day, in every place along the village which could afford shelter, were to be seen
groups of labourers, numbering from 30 to 40, discussing the subject, and anxiously waiting
for the arrival of the red-coats, but evidently, from their manner and the absence of bludgeons
or other implements, not intending to offer any obstructions to them.”56

Shortly after dawn on Thursday the 6th, villagers began to gather on the Fen, in expectation
of the arrival of the soldiers. By 8 o’clock “upwards of 500 had assembled, including a great
many females.”57 About half-past eight, a company of the 48th Regiment of Foot under the
command of Colonel Wetherall appeared, coming across the Fen from Wicken. According to
one contemporary press report, their arrival was greeted by the cries of the crowd “Here they
come, here they come!’58 - according to another, the march had taken place in secret, “by a
cunning manoeuvre” and “unseen by anybody.”59
However it was achieved, the infantry’s occupation of the land met with no resistance, and the
intervention of the cavalry, who arrived shortly afterwards, was not required. About 40 - 60
of the 11th Hussars were present, headed by Captain Peel; accompanying them were local
magistrates Alexander Cotton and Rev. J.T. Bennett, and Charles Bidwell, the Surveyor. Their
appearance “seemed to fill the assembled multitude with consternation”, since “no doubt there
were amongst them a great many who had never seen the ‘horse soldiers’ before,”60 but all they
did was ride slowly up what is now Dyson’s Drove towards the scene of the action. When they
had crossed the river,
“they were drawn up in a line, then re-formed, and proceeded a quarter of a mile up Fen
Drove [Factory Drove], when they again halted, turned back, and retraced their steps to Bury
by way of Newmarket; thus fulfilling their mission without even once seeing the contested
spot, or being called on to do any duty. Anyone must have known that in such a locality horse
soldiers could not act, because of the deep pits and quagmires that abound.”61

So Poor’s Fen was reclaimed from the villagers without disturbance, and Bidwell immediately
set about levelling and preparing the land. About a dozen soldiers remained on the Fen, with
40 labourers brought in by Bidwell., and about a dozen of the ‘ringleaders’ in previous
encounters with the Police were arrested and taken back to the Fox, where the magistrates
immediately began examining the cases. Some of the men were discharged, but, at about 2
o’clock in the afternoon, about half a dozen - including the man named Bitten - were
handcuffed, put onto a bus, and taken away to the County Gaol at Cambridge. Soldiers with
muskets were mounted on top of the bus to protect the Inspector of Police, Superintendent
William Harvey from London, and Court of Chancery official, W.H. Allen, who
accompanied the prisoners.
54 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
55, 56, 57, 58 Cambridge Chronicle, ibid.
59 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
60 Cambridge Chronicle, ibid.
61 Cambridge Independent Press, ibid.
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n Monday 10th March, six of the arrested men - Robert Beeton, John Eastwell, John
Hills, Robert Hitch, Joseph Jennings and William Parr - were discharged; six others were
taken to the Queen’s Bench prison in London, charged with “contempt of the Court of
Chancery.”62 In June it was reported that two of them, named Parmenter and Bullen, were
to be “discharged at once, upon their entering into their own recognizances, in the sum of
£20, to be of peaceable behaviour for the future,” and the other cases were due to be
considered later that day by the Lord Chancellor.63

The village was soon cleared, and 40 soldiers left behind to keep guard. “This,” according to
one newspaper report, “ended the Burwell Riots: they will be remembered for many a day, and
handed down for many generations as an important epoch in the history of Burwell.”64
Unfortunately, the matter did not end there: this self-same paper stirred up further
controversy, in two ways. There cannot have been many Burwell people who were not grossly
offended to read the following:
“We hope this occurrence will be the means of changing the character of the labourers of the
village. Hitherto it has been proverbial for having a large number of idle and disorderly
persons about it, men who never seemed to work, yet were invariably in the public-house; and
when their money was exhausted they would go and dig turf in the fen for a fresh supply: and
these too belonged to a certain class who would not let the poor of the parish generally
participate in the benefits arising from these lands . . . until lately when they found it would
be to their advantage to make common cause with the poor. Had they succeeded . . . no
doubt they would have taken the lion’s share to themselves again.”65

As if this slur on the character of the labourers of Burwell was not enough, the paper goes on
to take a side-swipe at the “more respectable portion of the inhabitants,” expressing the hope
that they would:
“feel it their duty to explain fairly the case, as it really stands, and not as some of them have
done, encourage insubordination, and lead the poor into error, by representing that they were
about to be robbed of their rights.”66

More specifically, they reported that one of the prisoners, on the way to Cambridge, had
claimed that “they would never have resisted if they had not been led astray by Mr Ball” - a
reference to future Parliamentary candidate, Edward Ball. Ball wrote immediately to the
paper, to take them to task over their remarks about Burwell people, and set the record straight
about the supposed reference to himself, which had already been the subject of an inquiry
before the magistrates and at which he had himself been present. Speaking of the people, he
says:
“In your paper, you speak disrespectfully, and even bitterly of many of our poor people. With
so large a population, nearly all poor, is it possible that there will not be some bad persons?
Many means are employed to do them good - humane, moral and religious; but all efforts are
neutralised by the horrible influence of the beer-shops, with which Burwell, like most other
villages, is saturated. But I say you speak unjustly of our poor, when you speak of them as you
have done. Did you ever hear of incendiary fires at Burwell? Is there a village anywhere in
which the people come forward so readily and so fearlessly to suppress a fire when accidentally
we have had fires? I have lived here thirty years, and avow I never knew what fear of injury
was, as coming from the poor.” 67
62 Cambridge Independent Press, 15th March, 1851
63 Cambridge Independent Press, 14th June, 1851
64, 65, 66 Cambridge Chronicle, ibid.
67 Cambridge Chronicle, 15th March, 1851
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As for himself, he states:
“My answer to the charge is, first, I do not believe that any of the prisoners did make such a
statement respecting me: I do not deny that you may have heard that one of them did. Next,
if such a statement was made, it was not only untrue, but represents me as having said that
which is altogether opposite to what I did say. I have implored the people again and again
not to resist the law: I have shown to them how useless as well as dangerous to themselves,
such opposition would be; and I have repeatedly declared to them that obedience to the law
must be maintained at all cost.”68

Ball did not exactly secure a retraction from the paper over the accusation that he egged the
villagers on: although the arrested men denied ever making such a remark, it was confirmed
by William Harvey and W.H. Allen,69 who also claimed that one of the prisoners had told him
that Richard Ball - Edward’s son - had advised them.70 However, the tone of their coverage
was very different after Ball’s letter - gleefully reprinted in a rival paper - had been received.
They had “pleasure in letting Mr Ball speak for himself” in this matter, “begging him to feel
assured that nothing could be further from our thoughts or wishes than to misrepresent him,”
feeling it their duty to “give as great publicity to his contradiction as we gave to the charges
made against him.”71 They also reported that at the inquiry, Superintendent Harvey had at
first identified Joseph Jennings as the prisoner who had made the alleged remark, and then,
when he denied it, changed his mind and identified William Parr, casting doubt on the
veracity of his claim to have heard anything at all.
There was, without doubt, a great deal of personal animosity in the village at that time over
the matter. Two reports in the Cambridge Chronicle at that time allude to this. First of all, on
the 7th August, 1850, it is reported that:
“A few weeks ago since, some evil-disposed persons cut the grape-vine of Mr Joseph PEachey,
the most luxuriant vine in the parish. This malicious act was repeated on Friday last, when
a large quantity of plum-trees were cut. This ill-feeling is supposed to arise in regard to the
Old Fen.”

Then, on the 15th March, 1851:
“Some person or persons, on Sunday night or early Monday morning, broke down part of the
palisade fence in front of the house of Mr Ball, Sen., and likewise some of Mrs Wyatt’s nearly
opposite. They have escaped detection for the present.”

As far as Poor’s Fen was concerned, by April, 1851, levelling and claying work was proceeding,
and “nearly 100 of the Burwell labourers” were “working peaceably and quietly on the Fen.”72
By June 1851, the land had been levelled and divided into half-acre allotments, which were
offered to the poor “at a rent of 6 shillings [30p] a year.”73
Meanwhile, the cases of the men arrested in the Riot came up before no less than the Lord
Chancellor in London on Thursday, June 12, 1851. Their Defence Cousel pleased on their
behalf that “there could be no question but that they had behaved improperly, and it was quite
right that they should have a signal punishment,” but “perhaps his Lordship would think that,
as they were poor men, and had wives and families, he might deal mercifully with them and
think their punishment had been sufficient.” They had now been in prison for some three
months since their arrest, awaiting the hearing.
68, 69 Cambridge Chronicle, ibid.
70 Cambridge Independent Press, 22nd March, 1851
71 Cambridge Chronicle, ibid.
72 Charles Bidwell, Cambridge Independent Press, 5th April, 1851
73 Mike Petty, Radio Cambridgeshire, ibid.; Cambridge Chronicle, 21st June, 1851
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The Lord Chancellor replied that “it was very important that men who act with so much peril
to themselves and thers should be taught to consider that beforehand,” and it was necesary,
he stated, “that, where men were found to act as these men had sone, the punishment shoudl
act as a warning to others. In what a fearful situation did they place their wives and families
who acted in such a manner!” As far as the punishment was concerned, he said, “when he
looked at the peril they had placed themselves in, and others, he had considerable doubt
whether justice had been answered”; and to the suggestion that that they ought not to held
responsible for the actions of the crowd, he replied that he considered “the man who incited
a mob responsible morally and legally for what they do.” Defence Counsel’s third and final
argument - that they eacted in ignorance - also received short shrift: “they could not have acted
in ignorance,” said the Lord Chancellor. “A mob of 500 went out, armed with guns, etc., for
what?”
However, two of the defendents, named Parmenter and Bullen, were discharged immediately,
bound to keep the piece for the sum of £20 each. As for the others, the Lord Chancellor
wanted to read the papers again, because
“a more serious case on could hardly imagine . . . [I] need not dwell upon the extreme
importance of every Court, charged with the duty of executing the law . . . and unless it was
perfectly understood that the Court was armed with sufficient power to secure and protext
those persons in the execution of their dury, the Court might as well be closed, and anarchy
allowed to take its course.
“Where persons go out armed deliberately for the purpose of mischief, it was necessary that
others should not be misled and induced to followt he same conduct. The evidence of those
people going out with weapons of feath, and conducting themselves in the formidable manner
they did, showed a spirit and determination of resistance to the law, of the most dangerous
character.”

He “should have felt happy,” the paper reported, “if he could have felt justified in discharging
them all, but the circumstances of the case would not allow him to do so.”
In the event, on the following Tuesday, June 17th, all of the arrested rioters were discharged,
except one, Town Crier Henry Peachey,. The Lord Chancellor said he had read the papers
“very attentively, and had decided that all should be discharged except Henry Peachey, who
appeared by the statement which had been laid before the Court to have been an old soldier,
and therefore must have understood the duty of obedience. But he seemed to have used all
he learned in the army for the purpose of misleading his neighbours: for, according to the
affidavits, he appeared to have caused the dyke to be dug with a view of interposing a
hindrance to people getting over, and raised a bank, thus using his military skill for the
purpose of raising a riot. Also being town crier, he took the opportunity, while crying some
sale, to invite, as he said, “every poor man to come and do his duty,” that was, to create a riot,
and bring his wife and family into distress . . . He was sorry for the necessity of his detention,
but he though public justice called for it. He had never read a more dangerous case than that.
Men going out with guns and threatening death, though perhaps they did not intend what
they threatened: but when men went out with guns, or any weapon of that sort, and created
a disturbance, they did not know what they might do.”
(Court reports from the Cambridge Chronicle of 14th June and 21st June, 1851)

It was ruled that Peachey should remain in detention until the end of the current sittings.

Background: The Lode. Photo:A.Murkin
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ne of the biggest problems faced by the Drainage Board was obtaining reliable and
affordable men and machinery. A molecatcher was appointed in January, 1844, at £10
a year for 10 years, but just 3 years later, in January, 1847, was being summoned before the
Commissioners to answer charges of “neglect of duty.” It had been reported in December,
1846, that “the Fen was overrun with Rats” - also the molecatcher’s responsibility - and that
“they rapidly increased and were filling the banks.” Another man was appointed - at £23 a
year, this time, with the promise that “if the vermin were destroyed to the satisfaction of the
Commissioners, they will give him a Christmas Box of 40 shillings [£2] extra” - but to no
avail: within the year the new man was asked to answer complaints about the increase in
moles. To be fair, the Fen was an enormous area for one man to cover, and an arrangement
was made to hire another and divide the Fen into two, each one taking one side of Reach
Lode. However, criticism of the work of the molecatchers barely ceased throughout the 99
years of the Commissioners’ existence, right up to the last incumbents in the 1930’s.74
The Commissioners had scarcely more luck with the engineers employed to work at the
Upware Pumping House. The first, Robert Parr, proved a valuable man, and made a number
of excellent suggestions to improve economy and efficiency - in fact, he was rewarded in July,
1846, with a gold sovereign “to express the satisfaction of the Commissioners with his
conduct.” The majority of his successors, however, were not as fondly regarded: one was
invited to hand in his resignation, which was to be accepted on condition that he offer an
apology to the Commissioners for some unnamed misdeed; another was responsible for a
large-scale fraud involving over £200 of missing toll-money, and kept on in order for the
deficit to be made up out of his wages; a third was sacked after a disastrous fire gutted the
engine-house; and doubts were cast on the competence of a fourth who seemed unable to cope
with a new type of engine.75
Initially, the original steam engine seemed to work well - indeed, a representative from
Fairburn’s commented in July, 1858, that it was “in better condition than might have been
expected considering the number of years she has been working.” Following a suggestion of
Robert Parr’s in 1846, peat had been used as well as coal to heat the boiler: apart from the
reduced cost of using peat, Parr thought that the turf “would not burn the bottom of the
boiler so quickly.” Records show peat - of which a ready supply was available locally purchased at least until the mid-1860’s: the price was 4s 6d [22.5p] per 1000 in 1846, and
even as high as 6s [30p] per 1000 in 1847; lower prices in later years - as low as 2s 11 1/2d
[just under 15p] per 1000 in 1851 - are presumably accounted for by the quality of peat then
being used.
In 1895, however, after being run for long periods throughout a very wet winter, the boilers
of the original steam engine failed; and to add to the misery, the building - of which the
chimney had already had to be repaired after a lightning strike in 1888 - was seriously
damaged in a gale. A modern paraffin oil engine was purchased from Hornsby’s, and the
engineer was sent to the firm’s works in Grantham to see the engine and “for the purpose of
acquiring a knowledge of the working thereof.”76
74 Burwell Fen Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
75 Burwell Fen Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
76 Burwell Fen Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
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n 1897 a pump replaced the scoop wheel, but although some success was achieved with this
system, large parts of the Fen still remained waterlogged. Describing a journey through
Adventurer’s Fen in 1901/1902, W. Rider Haggard wrote:

“We were towed . . . in a barge drawn by a horse up a canal [Burwell Lode] which passes
through an utterly flat country, and is clothed on either bank by an endless line of swaying
reeds.”77

The oil engine remained in operation until January, 1913, when a substantial fire in the
building damaged the engine and destroyed the roof. By all accounts, this was a spectacularly
destructive event. It had been an unusually wet winter, and the engine had been running
almost continuously, day and night, since the autumn: 25 barrels of paraffin, each holding 36
gallons, were in the oil store. Working at full pressure, the engine was pumping 300 gallons
of water an hour into the Cam, and perhaps this caused the floor to become overheated and
ignited some lubricating oil. At any rate, in the early hours of the morning of Thursday,
January 23rd, just after coming on duty, engineer Charles Bell suddenly became aware that a
blaze had erupted in the engine room. Seeing “a sheet of fire” across his path, he dashed to
safety - not a moment too soon, it would appear, emerging from the building with a singed
moustache and his eyebrows burnt off.78

The alarm was raised, Mrs Bell - who was several months pregnant - and the couple’s furniture
were rescued from the adjoining cottage, and the Soham Fire Brigade were called. In the
meantime, however, the flames were spreading to the roof and the oil store. A “dull explosion”
signalled that the oil had caught and the spectators retreated hurriedly to a safe distance, and
could only watch as the roof began to cave in, and flames shot high in the air. It was,
according to a contemporary news report, “an awe-inspiring sight,” and “irony of ironies, the
whole building was surrounded by water, yet nothing could be done!”79

“A still more magnificent sight, however, awaited the spectators, explosion followed explosion
as the oil barrels gave way to the heat and with each explosion the flames leapt higher and
higher, until at length they were mounting far beyond the tall chimney stack. The light must
have been seen for miles.”80

It is said that on this occasion - or the February, 1897 fire in the Swaffham engine building
down the road, with which this event is often confused - a man was sent “to run all the way
to Reach to fetch the people out of church.” At first sight “this may seem humorous, but a
report of the failure of an engine was herald of disaster to a congregation whose farms were
drowned by it.” However, as neither this fire, nor the earlier Swaffham engine fire occurred
on a Sunday, this story - if true - must refer to some other event.81
77 Rural England
78 Ely Standard, Jan, 1913
79 Ely Standard, ibid.
80 Ely Standard, ibid.
81 C.O. Clark, The Day Swaffham Fen Engine Broke Down
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This picture, accompanying a newspaper report of the disastrous fire at the Upware pump
house, shows the building in a blackened, ruined state.

T

he Fire Brigade were turned back - there was nothing they could do - and the fire left to
burn out. Within an hour, it was all over: the cottage was saved, as was the pump, but
the roof had fallen in and the engine was seemingly beyond repair. In all, £1000 worth of
damage had been caused - and was reportedly uninsured. A pair of 14hp traction engines was
hired - at a cost of £4 a day - from W. Westley of Stretham as a temporary measure to operate
the pump. The first of these arrived later the same day, and experienced considerable
difficulty in getting into position: the wheels sank “almost to the axles in the soft mud, the
huge machine requiring the most skilful handling.”82

82 Ely Standard, ibid.; Burwell Fen Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
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W

ithin a few hours of the fire, reports began coming in that the water was rising in the
Lode, and starting to overflow onto the fields. Men set to work all along the Lode,
strengthening the banks; at the artificial fertilizer factory a further embankment had hastily to
be built, as the water level was higher than the bank here. The threat of further rain receded,
and the weekend was frosty, but the Fen still experienced the worst flooding for over 30
years.83

An estimate for a new engine was obtained from the firm of Ruston and Proctor, but
Hornsby’s agreed to repair the old one for £63. By March this had been achieved, repairs had
been made to the cottage, and unsafe portions of the damaged building had been pulled
down. Some of the rubble thus created was used by the landlord of the nearby Lord Nelson
Inn to repair his driveway. Charles Bell was dismissed, but allowed to stay on in the cottage
until his wife had had their baby.84

Enquiries still went ahead with Ruston and Proctor for the purchase of a new engine, and in
September, 1913, a ‘crude oil’ engine had been obtained for £425, and was said to be
“running satisfactorily.”85 This engine continued to be used despite the introduction in July,
1918, of a second-hand gas engine, run on anthracite, and in October, 1921, a brand-new
modern engine, also gas-powered. This never worked properly - in truth, its advanced
technology was “beyond the Commission’s staff, for they could never start it properly.”86
When the engine house was inspected by the Commissioners in March, 1936, they reported
that the new engine hadn’t been run for about 3 years: the engineer was asked to clean it out
so that it could be used if necessary. It was fortunate that they did this, because in December,
1939, news was received that “the diesel engine had smashed up,” apparently due to the
crankshaft breaking, and arrangements were being made to deliver further anthracite to the
engine house to power the gas engine; by January, 1940, this engine was in operation.87

M

ore serious matters, however, were being raised: since the outbreak of war in September,
1939, the necessity of using Burwell Fen for agricultural production had assumed
paramount importance, and the Great Ouse Catchment Board intended to take over
responsibility for drainage from the Burwell Commissioners.

Early in December, 1939, the Commissioners announced their intention to oppose the
Catchment Board, feeling confident that they would “overcome the drainage and financial
difficulties in the course of a short time,” and to ask that they be “allowed to continue to
manage their own Fen.” However, the Catchment Board had powers to ensure that their
scheme for Burwell was carried out - and the Burwell Commissioners simply couldn’t afford
to do it. Consequently, on December 11th, they resolved that they were “not in a position to
raise the additional money required for the work proposed to be done, and therefore request
the Catchment Board to take over the administration of the Burwell Fen.”88
83 Ely Standard, ibid.
84 Burwell Fen Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
85 Burwell Fen Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
86 The Drainage of Burwell Fen, Cambridgeshire, C.C. Taylor
87 Burwell Fen Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
88 Burwell Fen Drainage and Navigation Board Minutes
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U

nder the control of the War Agricultural Executive Committee, the new scheme - which
diverted water into the Swaffham area, via a culvert under Reach Lode - finished the job.
Surveying the scene of this massive operation, the Cambridge Daily News reported: “The
whole 5000 acres at Swaffham Prior Fen and Adventurer’s Fen, Burwell, is nothing more or
less than a battlefield where men and women, armed with the latest weapons of agriculture,
are carrying out relentless warfare against rushes, scrub, bog oaks and flooding.”89
In June, 1942, a barge took King George VI and Queen Elizabeth up Burwell Lode from the
Cock-up bridge to view progress. Alan Bloom, owner of nearby Priory Farm records:
“It was not to be an occasion for big crowds, and only officials and work people were to be
present. The latter were not to know who the visitors were until they actually arrived . . . The
King and Queen, the Minister of Agriculture [R.S. Hudson], the Duke of Norfolk and Mr
Tom Williams, M.P., down to dozens of pressmen suddenly changed the scene from sullen
bleakness to life and bustle. Tractors roared up and showed what really went on when there
was no thought of Royalty or of recognition . . . Land girls from Manchester showed that they
knew how to dig round bog oak and drive Fordsons. Stolid fenmen down in the slub of a sixfoot dyke grinned and tried hard to speak the King’s English when spoken to. Nothing like
it had ever happened before and was not likely to again in their lifetime.”90

According to press reports, the Royal Couple found the demonstration most interesting:
“Here Their Majesties saw the lie being given to the story that the W.L.A. [ Women’s Land
Army] cannot tackle a hefty man’s job of work. Deep in the coal-like soil, black of hand and
face, girls were toiling at massive trunks, which cling with grim tenacity to the clay cemeteries
which Nature condemned them centuries ago.
. . . Up to the edge of these pits went the King and Queen, congratulating the girls on their
grit and stamina, and passing on to another phase of the work with the smile and hand wave
which has endeared them to war-workers the country over.
The hand digging of deep, wide ditches with long spades kept Their Majesties interested for
several minutes before returning to the barge, leaving behind them an impression of deep and
spontaneous interest in this vital work and carrying away with them a vivid picture of land
being born again to serve its fullest purpose.” 91

89 quoted in East Anglia, 1941, R.
Douglas Brown
90 The Farm in the Fen
91 Alan Ramsay, Farmer & Stock Breeder,
16th June, 1942

The Royal visit to Burwell,
June 1942.
Photos: Wheeler (Camb. Coll.)
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A number of people in the village, too, must have been lucky enough to catch a glimpse of
the King and Queen that day. They had spent the previous day, Friday the 12th, at
Newmarket races, where the King’s horse, Sun Chariot, had won the Oaks.

On Saturday the 13th, after sleeping aboard the Royal Train, they travelled from Fordham
station, along Ness Road, down Toyse Lane and North Street to Factory Drove. Because of
the war, the Derby that year was run at Newmarket, and June 13th was Derby Day. The
King’s Big Game was favourite, and after his visit to Burwell Fen, he returned to Newmarket
to watch the race, only to see his horse beaten by Watling Street, owned by Lord Derby.92

A

griculture, and the economy of the area, has no doubt benefited from the drastic revision
of the landscape described by Bloom, but now only Wicken Fen remains as a naturalist’s
haven. Dr E.A.R. Ennion, who was so fond of this area, wrote his book Adventurer’s Fen
immediately after this last scheme had concluded. In it he mourns the loss of the unique
landscape that existed before that time, beginning his Preface:

“It is more than a year since the red and white surveyor’s poles glinted above the reeds, blazing
a trail for the draglines that were soon to follow . . . They travelled on mats of heavy timber,
picking the hindmost up by a ring, swinging it round and placing it ahead with the clumsy
precision of circus elephants . . . In a few short weeks the scoops had torn a channel twenty
feet [6m] wide from end to end, ripping the backbone out of Adventurer’s Fen.

“When all was dry men set the fen on fire . . . An undergrowth of dried-out moss and litter
nursed the flames along. Reed beds, sedges and sallows vanished in a whirl of flying ashes
amid the crackle and the roar.”

“I wonder,” he says, “when all has been tidied up and cropped, will I be able to find the exact
whereabouts of incidents and rare bird memories? The lie of that cluster of rushes where I lay
in the gun punt and watched black-necked grebes courting less than a chain away; the site of
the first bittern’s nest in the county for close on a hundred years; the spot where a yellowshank,
waif from America, stepped from behind a tussock and made me rub my eyes. They could be
found, every one of them, under their shroud of fen wheat - even under the sugar beet’s dull
expanse of green - but I doubt if I’ll try.”

Alan Bloom, responsible for the drainage scheme referred to by Dr Ennion, viewed the scene
with a different eye when he made his first visits there after buying the farm. Standing on the
Cock-up bridge, he recalls, “there was no sign of any cultivation at all: it was a scene of utter
desolation.”93

92 Win Hancock, Clunch, May 1977
93 op. cit.
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esolation, or Reservation - it was all a matter of how you looked at it. The War
Agricultural Executive Committee had certainly - as a 1951 report put it - “worked a
complete metamorphosis at a heavy capital cost.”94

But Bloom was no philistine - on the contrary:

“I had prided myself on being used to the Fens, on having been born and bred where I could
small the tang the floods left on the grass, the pungent ozier peelings, and burning willow
brush; where I could hear the sound of the peewits’ call at nesting time, the fluty buzzing of
the snipe, the whirr of unseen flighting duck on winter evenings after dusk, lapping water on
the gunwale of a boat, the ring and rasp of skates on black fen ice, the warbler’s happy chatter;
and all these strange eerie sounds one hears while waiting for a tug of a bream when fishing
on still summer nights. I’d loved these things from boyhood, and there had even been times
when I had felt myself to be of a kidney with those old fenmen who opposed those who
drained the Fens.

“But I loved also the associations of fenland farmed; the green of winter wheat, the smell of
black earth freshly turned, of twitch fires and the far-away smell of muck being carted from a
dungle; the musical clittering of a mower, the rhythmic click-swish of a binder leaving the
smell of wild mint behind; the site of a long straight dyke and trimmed willow trees; and the
wide horizons. All these things appealed, and were to be found in those fens where men had
not ceased to struggle and to strive.”95

A

ccording to an account in Clunch, it was “the erection of fencing and a large bull on a
footpath”96 that lead to the formation of the Burwell Society for the Protection of Rural
Rights - later known simply as the Burwell Society - in 1965, their inaugural meeting taking
place on August 23rd of that year;97 but it was in response to a proposal that the Lode be
replaced with a “low-level un-navigable drain”, that the group came into its own. The
suggestion that the Lode might disappear, naturally caused “an outcry” in the village,98 and it
many years before the situation was satisfactorily resolved. The Anglian Water Authority
published detailed proposals in 1974, according to which only a footpath along the line of the
Lode would remain, and, some 5 years later in 1979, stickers bearing the legend “Don’t Ditch
Our Lodes” were being advertised.

The campaign, fortunately, was successful, and in mid-1980 Anglian Water announced that
the scheme was to be abandoned. Clay was to be made available for bank maintenance from
the pits of the former brickworks, and a new bridge constructed to enable the clay to be
transported more easily to where it was needed. The occasion was marked by a Celebration
Walk of the Lodes, held on Sunday, October 12th, 1980, converging on the Anchor pub.99

94 Agricultural Land Commission, Draft Report, 1951
95 op. cit.
96 Clunch, March, 1992
97 Cambridge News, 24th Aug, 1965
98 Discovering Burwell, Walk 4
99 Clunch, March 1976; Sept 1979; Sept 1980
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Aerial view, with the River Cam in the foreground, showing:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Upware
Burwell Pump House
Burwell Lode
Wicken Lode
Wicken Fen

Photo: © Crown Copyright/MOD

6. Adventurer’s Fen, Burwell
7. Priory Farm, at the end of Factory Drove
8. Cock-up Bridge
9. The Fertilizer Factory
10. The Brick Factory
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Lodeside Drove
R

eturning from Upware on the same side of the river - if you cross at Upware, there is no
way to get back to Burwell directly that does not involve swimming - you come back
towards the bridge by Priory Farm. Cross here and continue along the top of the dyke in the
direction of the village.

I

n 1901/1902, W. Rider Haggard described the scene here as he travelled up this section of
the Lode by boat towards Wicken Fen:
“Here and there stand the gaunt skeletons of disused mills, solitary and grim-looking, on that
vast sunlit expanse that fades by degrees into the hazy distance of the horizon, its dead level,
colourless except for the green of the rushes, broken only with the brown stacks of tur ves for
burning and long, thin rows of graceful poplars.” 100

100 Rural England
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rainage of the Fens had a drastic effect on the wildlife here, even before the ‘final
solution’ of 1940, which finally enabled the water to be taken away. Writing in 1930,
Dr Charles Lucas recollects:
“The animals I have known on the fen which have disappeared are the martin, the polecat,
the black rat, the viper and the black adder, the latter quite poisonous and dangerous . . . The
rare birds I have known which have been seen in the Fen include the bustard . . . Skirting the
fen, here also nightingales were often heard up to the middle of 1860.”101

Up to 150,000 starlings used to roost in the reeds here. In 1938, a pair of black-necked grebes
made the fen their home, “the ornithological equivalent of a win on the pools.”102
On the opposite side of the river, you pass the former artificial fertilizer factory. There was a
ferry here, pulled across the river by a chain; it is still marked as a Private Ferry on the 1958
Ordnance Survey map.

Murder on the Lodes
S

everal stories are told of murders committed in the Fens, by Burwell or Reach Lodes. The
first of these occurred one Tuesday in July, 1768, between 8 and 9 o’clock in the evening,
as two Reach men were working in the fen close to Reach Lode, about four miles from
Burwell. Hearing a sudden cry of ‘Murder!’, they immediately stopped what they were doing
and ran towards the spot where the voice had come from. A man in a waterman’s jacket was
coming out of the fen. They gave chase, but the man ran off and hid in the tall sedge.
Being on the other side of the Lode, they were unable to pursue him that night, but returned
the next morning with some neighbours and discovered the body of Elizabeth Hunt, a young
woman of about 18, from Burwell workhouse. Her throat had been cut. The murderer had
tried to hide his victim in the sedge, but in his haste had left one hand uncovered, which
revealed the position of the body.

The chief suspect was George Miller, a young man also about 18 years of age, who was
employed in Brooke’s sedge gang. He was arrested in Cambridge the next day. The Coroner
came to Burwell to conduct an inquest, accompanied by the Mayor, who ordered Miller to go
with them, under the care of the Gaoler. When they arrived in the village, the Mayor asked
Miller if he wanted to make a confession; to which he replied that he did, so that he might be
sooner out of his misery.

101 The Fenman’s World
102 Adventurer’s Fen Revisited, G.R. Seamons, in Cambridgeshire, Huntingdon and Peterborough Life, Sept. 1983
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He said that he had known the deceased for four or five years: on Tuesday evening, about eight
o’clock, as he was walking along the bank, she came up to him and asked him if he would take
her instead of a broomstick. She took hold of his arm and they walked together for about two
miles, when he threw her into Reach Lode. She cried out, at which he dragged her through
the water, cut her throat, and covered her with sedge. He then returned to his master’s boat,
took off his clothes, and went to bed. Surprisingly, he claimed that he had never spoken to
the deceased before the evening the murder was committed, and, denying that rape had been
the motive, offered no explanation for his actions.
Also sleeping in the boat was a boy called Adams, who belonged to the gang. Adams
corroborated Miller’s story, as far as his being with the girl on Tuesday evening was concerned,
having watched them for a considerable time, and stated that he had returned to the gang with
wet clothes, saying that he had fallen in the river. The coroner’s jury, however, brought in a
verdict of wilful murder, and Miller was imprisoned in Cambridge Castle awaiting trial.103
Elizabeth Hunt was buried in St Mary’s churchyard on the 6th July, 1786. A note in the
records that she was “cruelly murdered . . . by George Miller, a Waterman, who cut her throat
quite thro’ to the bone.”104 At the assizes the following month, Miller was found guilty of her
murder and sentenced to death, his body to be “given to the Surgeon to be anatomized.”
At his trial, he behaved with great audacity, and excited both the pity and indignation of the
court. He pleaded not guilty, claiming that the confession which he had signed had been
extorted from him after he had been deliberately made drunk. After his conviction, however,
he appeared to realise the seriousness of what he had done, and admitted that after walking
with the deceased for about a mile and half, he had sexually assaulted her, and that a fear of
the consequences induced him to commit the murder.105
A few day later, Miller was hanged in the Castle Yard. At the place of execution, he
acknowledged the justice of his sentence and joined in a loud and fervent prayer with the
minister who attended him, calling upon God to forgive him. After hanging for the usual
time, his body was cut down, and delivered to a surgeon, Mr. Okes, for dissection.106

A

nother story, retold a number of times, is said to have taken place about a hundred years
ago, somewhere by Burwell Lode, where stood the cottage of Tom Poole and his wife.
Tom was said to be over-fond of a drink, and when hard-pressed for cash would steal his wife’s
savings for a night at the pub. When Mrs Poole complained about this to a friend, she was
given the sensible advice that, for safe-keeping, she should put the money in the bank. This
she did, but having misunderstood, hid the money in the nearby river bank. The next time
Tom was short of money, he couldn’t find any, and forced his wife to tell her where she had
hidden it. Aghast when she told him, he dragged her to the riverbank to recover it, but it was
nowhere to be seen. He was so incensed at this that he threw her into the water and drowned
her. At his trial he was found guilty, but insane, and “‘detained at Her Majesty’s Pleasure’ for
the rest of his life.”107
103 Cambridge Chronicle, 8th July 1786
104 Burwell Register of Burials
105 Cambridge Chronicle, 5th August 1786
106 Cambridge Chronicle, 12th August, 1786
107 Dorothy Grainger, Clunch, May 1977
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I

have not been able to verify the above story, but it bears more than a passing resemblance
to an account in the Wisbech Standard in 1899 of the murder by Robert Jennings of his wife,
Ann - whose maiden name, it transpires, was Poole.

A

t about half-past seven one Tuesday morning in October, 1899, George Goodchild, a
labourer at the fertilizer factory, was on his way to work along the Lodeside Path.
Hearing a girl screaming, he ran towards a nearby house in front of which he saw a man,
Robert Jennings, almost up to his knees in the river. In his hands he held a woman, repeatedly
pushing her under the water. As Goodchild approached Jennings climbed up the bank and
ran to the back of the house. Pulling the woman from the river, Goodchild saw it was
Jennings’ wife; she appeared to be dead, having obviously been struck on the head before
being dragged into the water.
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ther men, also on the way to work, appeared at the scene. While Goodchild went to
fetch the Police, Harry Parr stayed with the body. Ben Howard arrived shortly
afterwards, to see Parr and Jennings grappling, but as he came closer Jennings released his hold
and went into the house, where his frightened daughter, Jephtha, was still hiding. Just a
minute or two later, a gun appeared at the window: Parr and Howard beat a hasty retreat, as
Jennings emerged with the gun. When they were at a safe distance, some one hundred yards
from the house, Jennings “laid the gun down and collared his little girl.” He pulled her
towards the edge of the river, but stumbled over the body of his wife and the girl escaped; Parr
and Howard told her to run to Burwell for safety, as Jennings again pulled his wife into the
water. Ted Fletcher arrived, carrying a pole, and tapped him on the head with it, to make him
drop the body. All this time, according to the newspaper report, he was behaving:
“in the most extraordinary manner. His eyes glared with manical fury, his features were
convulsed, and from his lips came incoherent noises.
More men were meanwhile running to the spot, and Jennings suddenly dashed off in the thick
fog across the Fen.”

A chase ensued, but Jennings was soon apprehended by James Saunders, with Arthur and
Elijah Harding, an engine-driver from the fertilizer factory. P.C. Edward Bond arrived, and,
having sent for the doctor, Charles Lucas, to examine the body, searched the area. On the
river bank he found a spade, which appeared to be the murder weapon; Jennings was charged
and taken to Newmarket Police Station.

From Newmarket, Jennings was taken to the County Gaol in Cambridge, from where he was
brought by rail to attend the Coroner’s Inquest on the following Friday evening at the Anchor.
Rather as the report a century before had said of George Miller, the newspaper account states
that:
“En route the prisoner conversed coherently, and discussed matters of parochial concern with
the warders; he seemed to be in a rather genial frame of mind, and only referred casually to
the sad occurrence, the importance and gravity of which he does not at present fully realise.”

A large crowd had gathered at the station to witness his arrival, but he was “hurriedly removed
from the train, ushered into a closed carriage,” and driven quickly down to the Anchor. Here
again, he was “received by a large crowd, anxious to get a glimpse of the prisoner.”

A close watch had been kept on him at Cambridge, “with the view of ascertaining the
unhappy man’s mental condition,” and his behaviour at the inquest appeared odd: he
“frequently murmured” or spoke incoherently, made “repeated attempts to slip his handcuffs,”
and “during a great part of the proceedings . . . sat with his head resting on his hand,
apparently wholly unconcerned at what was going on around him.” The jury nevertheless
found him guilty of ‘Wilful Murder’, and he was committed by Newmarket Magistrates on
the next Tuesday for trial at the Cambridge Assizes.108

108 Wisbech Standard, 27th Oct, 1899; 3rd Nov, 1899
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Two pictures from the earliest decades of the 20th Century, showing the Lode being used for entertainment.
Above: a boating trip; Below: swimming, with the fertilizer factory and the brickworks clearly visible in the
background. Photos: Camb. Coll.
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More boating on the Lode. Above: horse-drawn in 1888; Below: steam-driven in the early 20th Century.
Photos: Camb. Coll.
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The house, now much enlarged, on the corner where the Lode meets the Weirs.
Photo: Cambridge Antiquarian Society (Camb. Coll.)

At the end of Lodeside Drove, the track turns to the right, as the Lode meets the Weirs.
Crossing Anchor Bridge here takes you past the pub to North Street. Remaining on this side
enables you to walk along the river towards Hythe Lane.

1. The Sheepwash
2. The Hall
3. Jubilee Green
4. Burwell Castle earthworks
5. The spring which is, in part, the
source of the Weirs
6. St Mary’s Church

Map 23: The area covered by Part 12 of the Tour

465

12
River Path
T

he path you are walking along runs beside the Weirs, the river which skirts Burwell. The
source of the river is ahead of you, in Spring Close, from where it passes the site of
Burwell Castle and follows Weirs Drove to this point. Quite a number of boathouses are
marked on the 1902 and 1926 Ordnance Survey maps. In the 1940’s, Dr E.A.R. Ennion
noted “a few pleasure boats for hire” along this stretch of the river.1 Boats can often be seen
in the summer moored at the end of the garden belonging to the Anchor .

A

lthough not a wide or deep waterway now, its appearance belies the great importance the
Weirs once had. As you walk from here to the bridge ahead you may see the remains of
several basins and wharves where, at one time, sea-going ships were able to unload their
cargoes, although they are very difficult to identify now, having become overgrown through
disuse over the years. 19th century maps show them much more clearly. There are still some
large warehouses close to the water’s edge. You may notice, too, that the houses on the
opposite bank are built ‘side-on’ to the river and the road - North Street - on the far side. This
indicates the at least equal importance of road and river to the original occupants.

1 Adventurer’s Fen
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n your right is the ‘Rec’ - Burwell Recreation Ground. Generations of Burwell children
have played on the swings, slide and roundabout here, and played football on the
pitches. The car park stands on the site of the former tennis courts.

In 1966, while ploughing the field immediately before the Rec, a local farmer, Mr P.A. Smith,
uncovered 18 bronze vessels, later presented to the Museum of Archaeology and
Anthropology - formerly Ethnology - Cambridge, and dated to the Roman period. Some
were old, and had been “patched and rivetted in antiquity,” others were new and unused, some
even having “the central hole unplugged where they had been fixed to a lathe for final turning
and finishing.”2 4 of the bowls, amongst 12 found stacked inside a bronze cauldron, are
currently3 on display there.
The site itself was investigated in October and November 1969, and evidence was found mainly in the form of pottery fragments, flints and animal bones - of occupation not only in
the Roman period, but also as far back as the Iron Age, Bronze Age and Late Stone Age.4

B

urwell Recreation Ground was created in the 1890’s by the relatively new Parish Council
“as a permanent memorial of the Queen [Victoria]’s long and useful reign.” 5

At the Parish Council meeting on July 27th, 1897, it was unanimously agreed that “the piece
of land opposite Hythe Bridge . . . be purchased for a recreation ground at a cost not exceeding
£225.”6 In the event, the land, formerly owned by the late Timothy Mason, was bought for
£240, and the Parish Council agreed to ask for a £350 loan from the Public Works Loans
Board to cover the cost of the land itself, the legal fees involved in the purchase and the
necessary improvements that would have to be made.7
In 1898, a Recreation Ground Committee was formed, empowered to “set the land with
mustard, and to lay it down with permanent grass.”8 Improvements were made to the ditches
around the ground, fencing was put up, and the ground rolled, and, at the Parish Council
meeting on May 30th, 1899, the Recreation Ground Committee were given permission to
purchase a pavilion.
However, they still had to be watchful: the Council meeting on August 28th, 1900, heard
from John Peachey that “poles had been erected on the recreation ground,” and “upon asking
the man who was digging the holes, who had authorized him,” he received “an offensive
reply.” The Committee were subsequently given the power to protect the recreation ground
and no holes were to be dug without their consent.9

2 Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge, Case 44
3 June 1998
4 A Hoard of Roman Bronze Bowls from Burwell, Cambridgeshire, T. Gregory; Excavations at
Burwell, Cambridgeshire, David M. Browne, CAS 66
5 Parish Council Minutes, April 20th, 1897
6 Parish Council Minutes
7 Parish Council Minutes, November 16th, 1897
8 Parish Council Minutes, May 24th, 1898
9 Parish Council Minutes
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The River and River Traffic
T

he stretch of the river south of Anchor Bridge, known as ‘Anchor Straits’, was used by seagoing ships and the remains of several wharves exist. In later years when ‘lighters’ [river
barges] carried the cargoes, they tended to use the stretch north of the bridge, known as ‘The
Weirs’. Here again are the remains of several large wharves, and some warehouses are still
standing. The most notable building associated with the river trade, in the vicinity of the
bridge, is a “2-storey granary in brick and clunch with massive buttresses.”10

The importance in the past of this river trade explains the name of the pub the Anchor and
the nearby bridge.

N

o less than 23 basins [small docks] or canals of varying sizes are known to have existed
along the Weirs/Anchor Straits from the northern end of North Street to a point as far
south as Parsonage Farm, which stands at the corner of Low Road and Parsonage Lane. One
writer identified depressions, “served by numerous paths” in Hall Meadows, between
Parsonage Farm and the Hall, which, he concludes were “probably . . . loading bays at some
time or another.”11 It is not known during which period the canals and basins were built, and,
since most of them have been at least partly filled in, it is difficult to say exactly how big they
originally were.

The northernmost canal, 15 metres wide and 100 metres long, lies next to the site of ‘Judy’s
Hole’. This pit, of about 1 acre in size, was bought by the Burwell Drainage Commissioners
in 1845 to provide gault clay for repairing local rivers and the material was taken from here
by barge along the canal, the Weirs, and Burwell Lode.

At least 18 canals were still surviving at the time of the Inventory of Historical Monuments in
the County of Cambridge, published in 1972, varying in length from 50 - 200 metres, and
probably not more than about 5 metres wide.

Only 5 basins could be positively identified at that time, the two best-preserved being one
adjacent to and immediately to the north of Anchor Bridge, partly filled in, identifiable as a
depression 30 metres long, and 12 metres wide (now built over); and another, 100 metres
further north, almost opposite the end of Toyse Lane, 25 metres long and 10 metres wide, also
partly filled in. This latter was known as ‘The Slip’.

10 The Batsford Guide to the Industrial Archaeology of East Anglia, Alderton & Booker
11 Fenland River Navigation, J.K. Wilson
Background: Barges on the Weirs. Photo: Camb. Coll.
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This page and previous page: buildings on the northern stretch of the Weirs, between Dyson’s Drove and the
Lode, associated with the river; and inlets which, in former times, may have led to longer cuttings, used for
loading and unloading river boats. Photos: A.Murkin
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Two views of the point where the Lode meets the Weirs. Above, in the 1930’s; Below, at the end of the 20th
Century. Photos: Above: Camb. Coll.; Below: A.Murkin

The Hythe, through which Hythe Lane now runs, between the river and the junction with
Low Road, was a public wharf. Two 6m wide canals ran alongside the wharf itself, which was
200 metres long and 6m wide.
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C

oal was one cargo brought to Burwell, but in the early days this was not so important as
many homes burnt peat for fuel. This was brought up in small craft called ‘fen boats’,
which were scaled down versions of a fenland lighter, about 20ft long and carrying 2 1/2 tons
on a draft of about 12in - i.e. only 12in down in the water.12

P

eat, too, was one of the main traffics, being taken to Wicken, where it was distributed over
a wide area by horse and cart. Up until the early years of the Second World War a gang
of three fen boats, towed by a pony or donkey, was engaged in this traffic, and it was only
stopped by restrictions imposed on cutting further supplies from the fen. A Burwell man, Eli
Mansfield, built peat boats for Josiah Owers of Wicken. At Owers’ request, he “raised the
bows more than most, and painted them red for identification”13
The cutting took place in Burwell Fen alongside Burwell or Reach Lodes; after being dried the
turves were loaded at about ‘eleven thousand’ to a gang of three boats. However, this came
out at only 2,200 per boat, as a ‘hundred’ of peat comprised only 60 turves. Strangers were
“always indignant to find they only got 60 when they expected 100 turves.”14 If the boats
were being loaded in Reach Lode, several inches of freeboard [the amount of the side of the
boat sticking out of the water] had to be allowed, for once the boats left the relatively still,
enclosed waters of Reach Lode into the wide open running water of Burwell Lode, they used
to settle lower in the water and take up the extra inches.
At one time peat was delivered by water over quite a wide area. In 1905, 176 tons [179
tonnes] were delivered to Cambridge and “occasional trips were still being made there after
the First World War, but probably they did not last into the 1920’s.” 15

F

en boats also carried sedge for thatching to the village. At one time charcoal was brought
from woods near Newmarket for shipment at Burwell or Reach, whilst large quantities of
clunch from Burwell were handled. In 1898, apart from purely local traffic, 8,600 tons were
unloaded and a further 4,300 tons sent away on the Lode.16

Along the Lode are the sites of a fertilizer factory (right on the Lode) and a brickworks (on
the opposite side of Factory Drove), which both used the Lode as an important means of
transport. When the fertilizer factory opened in the 1850’s, Burwell took over from Reach as
the busiest of the Lodes. Colchester and Ball, original owners of the fertilizer factory, owned
their own boats, although the brick factory did not. They ran three steam tugs and gangs of
lighters, or barges. Two of their boats recorded as used on the River Cam in the early years of
the 20th century were Hearts of Oak and Mayflower.17 In the early 1920’s, each gang consisted
of 10 - 12 wooden lighters of 25 tons capacity; the team on each gang consisted of 5 men,
who were away from the works for one or two weeks at a time throughout the Spring,
delivering the fertilizer. One or two of the barges had very cramped sleeping berths, but “the
men did not seem to mind.”18
12 Fenland Barge Traffic, Alan H. Faulkner
13 Turf Village, Anthony Day
14 Faulkner, op. cit.
15 Faulkner, op. cit.
16 Faulkner, op. cit.
17 The Canals of Eastern England, John Boyes and Ronald Russell
18 A.F. Gathercole, East Anglian Magazine, April 1973
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Wally Ware, believed to be the last surviving lighterman in Burwell, explained what working
on the barges was like:
“It was a good life, and we wanted for nothing. Slept in our clothes, niver took ‘em orf unless
you fell in, which I done sometimes . . . We ‘ad a pail of potatoes with salt beef or pork - niver
knew when we got in the fens when we’d see fresh meat again . . . Went prowling for chickens
and potatoes, barge people always got a bad name for stealing!”19

The traditional lighterman’s dress consisted of red or dark blue plush waistcoats with glass
buttons, corduroy or fustian trousers, and a fur cap. Most of the riverside pubs had
blackboards listing the names of the regular lightermen and the number of pints, ‘P’s, and
quarts, ‘Q’s, which they had drunk and not yet paid for, a custom which supposedly gave rise
to the expression “Mind your P’s and Q’s”, meaning keep an eye on your tally of drinks.20

A working boat on the Weirs, close to the Lode junction, in the 1930’s. Photo: Camb. Coll.

C

olchester and Ball had their own boat-building business in Burwell, which continued
until 1919, timber being bought locally, and often felled by their own men.21 When
Prentices took over the business in 1921, they continued to use the lighters for bringing in
chemicals from King’s Lynn and distributing the fertilizer. They continued repairing boats
until 1936, when the lighters were bought by A.V. (Vic) Jackson.22
19 Clunch, May 1980
20 R.H. Cory, Fenland Lighters and Horse Knockers
21 Gathercole, East Anglian Magazine, ibid.
22 Faulkner, op. cit.
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T

he last boat launched from the Burwell yard, then run by Harry Dunnett and his father,
“real old Burwell boatbuilders,” 23 was a barge named Ready Money. Working on Ready
Money, the job of Wally Ware’s gang - the engine driver, tug skipper and 4 lightermen - was
fetching silt from Lynn harbour for Fisons Fertilizer. “We earned 1/5d [7p] a ton between the
5 of us for bagging it up. If you made ten bob [50p] a day you was rich.”24 Their unloading
point was “Retail Yard”, behind Dunnett and Fuller’s shop, 51 North Street.
23 Wally Ware, Clunch,
May 1980
24 Clunch, ibid.

Two views of the Lode/Weirs
junction, illustrating the
connection with boatbuilding here.
Right: 1920’s;
Below: about 1900
Photos: Camb. Coll.
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From the 1930’s, boats carried coal to drainage pumping stations along the river, stone for
road repairs, and sugar beet to factories at Ely and Wissington. After Vic Jackson retired as a
lighterman in 1948, only the sugar beet trade continued, eventually ending in 1963.25
Tolls on Burwell Lode were 3d [1.5p] a ton, plus another 3d a ton for those boats entering
Reach Lode, on the way to the River Cam.26 A book of tolls, published in about 1850, gives
the rates for, amongst local products such as turf, sedge and grain, “all manner of articles and
commodities . . . from nails to nether garments, from cheeses to coal, all had their place in the
lists covering many pages.” 27

This 19th Century list shows tolls from Pout Hall (the junction with Reach Lode) to Burwell

25 Boyes and Russell, op. cit.
26 Boyes and Russell, op. cit.
27 Alan Bloom, The Farm in the Fen
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Two views of fen lighters. Above: in use on Wicken Lode, early 20th Century. Photo: Camb. Coll.
Below: derelict by the Upware Pump House, 1972. Photo: M.J.P. (Camb. Coll.)
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T

he Lode has always been a popular location for the sport of fishing. Roach, Bream, Perch
and Pike are common fish here. Alan Bloom recounts one of the tallest fisherman’s tales,
about a pike, told to him by one of his workers on Priory Farm:
“there’s one ole davel in Burrle Lode as nobody can’t ketch . . . ‘ee’s so big that when he comes
swimming down from Cock-up way he dussent goo any fudder’n Pout Hall Corner ‘cos ‘ee
hes to back up Reach Lode to turn round agin.”28

U

p until the end of the 19th century - around 1890 - English winters were colder than
they tend to be now, and skating was “as much part of local tradition as skiing still is in
Alpine villages.”29 Fenlanders were nationally famous for their speed-skating prowess in
competitions; ordinary people simply enjoyed the pleasure and convenience of travelling on
frozen rivers, meres, lodes and flooded fields. C.W.R.D. Moseley, for example, describes
schoolchildren who, at the end of the last century, had to walk 2 1/2 miles to school, in all
weathers, along the bank of Reach Lode. To them, a good frost was a blessing: they could
skate up the Lode. 30
Alan Bloom, writing in about 1940, recalls the cold winter of 1939/40 when
“sometimes I would bring my skates to Burwell and have an hour more or less alone on the
Lode or on some of the flooded grass near the farm [Priory Farm, at the end of Factory
Drove]. Once or twice I walked across to the Duck Ponds, between Burwell and Reach Lodes,
where a few people would gather. Men and youths out of work would get together and play
bandy on their fen runners . . . said to be the original of ice-hockey, with bent sticks and a
puck, though it was from Bury Fen on the other side of the county that Mr Tebbutt was
supposed to have taken the idea to Canada, whence ice-hockey came back to England when
indoor rinks were started . . . Whether the sun shone from a clear sky, or whether the east
wind blew with ceaseless vigour under grey clouds, there were mostly a few like myself to be
found on the usual haunts of fen skaters. And when some us got together in a string, heads
down, arms on backs, watching the ice flash by beneath us to the rhythm of long, ringing
strides, there was no thought of work or worry for hours on end.”31

In the late 19th and early 20th Century, the Burwell family of Greenhall was famous for its
skating prowess: William Greenhall - from whom Alan Bloom bought Priory Farm in the
1930’s - took 3rd place in the Amateur Championship of Great Britain in December, 1890,
and shortly afterwards competed in the Professional Championship, having turned
professional in the meantime. 32 William’s brother Sid was even more successful, winning the
World Championship in 1908 and again - the next time it was held - in 1912. Their sister,
Mrs Clifford, was a top competitor and “reckoned to be faster than the average man.”33 Onetime instructress at the Ice Palace, Manchester, she “returned to the village as undefeated Ice
Skating Champion of the World.”34 It was not only her skating prowess that attracted the
public’s attention; she was equally famed for the way she dressed: “long black stockings, black
knickers, knee-length full skirted dress edged with two rows of swansdown, was the
revolutionary dress which caused the type of comment that today is associated with
Wimbledon.”35. She died in November, 1952.
28 op. cit.
29 Cambridgeshire, Ross Clark
30 Reach - A Brief History
31 op. cit.
32 The Skaters of the Fens, Alan Bloom
33 The Skaters of the Fens
34 Dorothy Grainger, Clunch, May 1976
35 Dorothy Grainger, Clunch, ibid.
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There were other skaters in the village, too. Also present at the 1890 Amateur Championships
in Lingay Fen were G. Parr and G. Jennings. 36
Skating in the Fens is though to have originated in prehistory, when bones would be used as
skates, attached to the bottom of shoes. Examples of fen skates can be seen in Burwell
Museum, and the County Folk Museum, Cambridge, and a “nicely finished and polished”
example, made of bone and dated to the mediaeval or post-mediaeval period is in the
collection of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge. 37

36 The Sporting Life & The Sportsman, Jan 2nd, 1891
37 Catalogue of the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology

The building described above as a “2-storey granary in brick and clunch with massive buttresses . . . the most notable
building associated with the river trade, in the vicinity,” just south of the Anchor Bridge.
Photo: A.Murkin

Two more examples of inlets - these are on the stretch of the Weirs south of Anchor Bridge - which may in the
past have been the openings to much larger and longer channels. Photos: A.Murkin

Hythe Lane/Weirs Drove
I

t is here that you may see where Hythe (or ‘Hee’) Lane got its name: by the Hythe Bridge,
known by the locals at one time as ‘Hee Brig’, according to Dr Charles Lucas,38 was once a
large dock area. Now partly covered by modern houses, it stretched back as far as the junction
with Low Road, opposite the end of which is the former tollhouse, which stood at the
entrance to the hythe.

W

alking south from Hythe Bridge, the river is on your left, and to your right, the typical
flat farmland of Burwell Fen. Before road and river together make a double bend, a
long, straight concrete fen road (Newnham Drove) leads off between fields to the right.
These concrete droves were laid down in the 1940’s, shortly after the outbreak of the Second
World War. Prior to that they were 40 ft [12m] wide muddy tracks, with deep ruts made by
narrow cart wheels. W. Rider Haggard, writing in 1901/1902, says:
“I presume that the reason for this great and apparently wasteful width is to be found in the
liability of the spongy land to be cut up by traffic, which makes it necessary that there should
be spare ground where carts or cattle can travel clear if the mire and ruts. The same thing may
be observed on unmetalled roads or tracks in South Africa, which I have known to stretch to
a width of a hundred yards or more.”39

38 The Fenman’s World
39 Rural England
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D

r Charles Lucas records that carts “cut in deeply and produced ruts from one foot to 18
inches [30 - 45cm] deep . . . and in winter made travelling with a trap [small horsedrawn carriage] perilous. Every one rode on horseback if possible.”40

When the decision to concrete the roads was made by the War Agricultural Executive
Committee, it was not a moment too soon. In fact, it had come too late to prevent a
movement away from the Fens: “Foremen, stockmen and their wives could not be tempted to
stay on or to live in a cottage with a mile or two of drove between them and the butcher, the
baker or the bus stop.”41 At that time there were a number of empty houses, built in the 19th
century, but subsequently abandoned: Priory Farm, which Bloom had just bought, was
unoccupied when he took it over, although years before, he relates, “there had been a family
of 9 or 10, when shopping was a matter of a monthly journey and cooking was done over an
open turf fire.” 42

M

any people believe the flat landscape of East Anglia to be dull. One writer, for example,
travelling the Icknield Way to the south of the village a couple of years before the First
World War [1914 - 1918], appears less than enamoured:
“This was country . . . which the unaided eye could easily explore. It lay open and without
mystery. Nothing had to be climbed or quested for.”43

Seemingly anxious to leave, he advises:
“Any wheeled vehicle, from a motor-car to a legless beggar’s trolley, would help a man through
this country. In Wiltshire or Cardiganshire there is nothing so good as your own legs, even if
they are bad. But in Cambridgeshire I recommend elephant, camel, horse, mule, donkey,
motor-car, waggon or cart, anything except a covered cab or a pair of hobnailed boots.”44

That this landscape is dull is, of course, far from the case, especially here in the Fens: in most
places there are few trees to impede the prospect of the broad expanses which stretch to the
horizon, literally ‘as far as the eye can see’. Sunrise and sunset, since the whole panorama of
the sky is visible at once, are notably spectacular. Those who have grown up here can often
feel ‘hemmed in’ by a landscape of hills - let alone mountains! - where, at ground level, one’s
view is so much restricted; visitors, on the other hand, initially sceptical, are often persuaded
of the virtues of the wide open spaces.
One such convert is Anthony Burton, author of the popular guide book The Shell Book of
Undiscovered Britain and Ireland:
“I always felt that the hills were my stamping ground, not the flat lands of Norfolk, Suffolk
and Cambridgeshire. I was prepared to tolerate the Broads [an area of rivers and lakes in
Norfolk] . . . but that was about all. When eventually I did begin to explore the region, I
found old prejudices slipping off like discarded snake skins.”
40 op. cit
41 Alan Bloom, The Farm in the Fen
42 op. cit
43 Edward Thomas, The Icknield Way
44 op. cit
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O

ne disadvantage of these flat, open fields with no trees between them to act as windbreaks, is the effect of strong winds. In the spring, particularly, when the soil is dry and
light, it is picked up and swept into the air. “At first only a low dusty fog is formed, but as
the wind strengthens, large dust clouds billowing in the air can be seen for a considerable
distance.”45

This is known as a ‘fen blow’. Occurring mostly in spring, they can vary in size from just a
few yards wide to a few hundred yards; the dust cloud can blot out the sun, and driving in a
blow is like driving in fog. Living in an area subject to blows can be hazardous: not only do
you have keep a watchful eye on the washing, but the fine dust can easily penetrate the cracks
around doors and windows and get into the house where it most definitely isn’t wanted. “A
chocolate-coloured fog, that’s what it resembled,” writes Alan Bloom of a fen blow in
Adventurers’ Fen in the early 1940’s, “only it wasn’t chocolate and it wasn’t fog . . . it was
something neither man nor beast was made to endure.”46
Of course, the damage to the fields is more serious: valuable topsoil is lost - together with
seeds, if these have just been sown, and expensive fertilizer; small seedlings may be irreparably
damaged by the flying dust particles, and much of the soil will end up in drainage ditches,
which then have to be cleaned out. An Agricultural Report in the 1950’s considered this
problem:
“To some extent, of course, blowing can be mitigated by reducing the area under the plough,
and also by planting autumn sown crops to ensure a covering of vegetation in the spring. This
policy, however, restricts the choice of crops and particularly root crops, which do well in the
Fens.”47

Another method of reducing the danger of seed and soil loss from fen blows is to mix the peaty
soil with the clay beneath, a process known as ‘claying’. This has the added benefit of
increasing the soil’s capacity to retain moisture and plant nutrients, which, in turn, is
represented in the “increased yields from the greater variety of crops that can be grown.”48 The
technique of ‘claying’ has been used in the Fens for at least a hundred years: W. Rider
Haggard, writing in 1901/1902, described a process he was “not fortunate enough to witness,”
“as in these days of depression it is . . . but seldom practised on account of the initial
expense . . . Gault, a mixture of clay and marl, is dug from the subsoil out of trenches cut
ten yards apart, and spread on the surrounding surface to the quantity of 200 tons an acre.
The land thus treated is said to double its value for the cost of the operation.”49

A remarkably similar operation is described as taking place in Swaffham Fen in the 1940’s,
where a dragline was employed to make trenches 22 yards [20m] apart. 50 The same figure of
200 tons an acre is recommended by the writers of the 1950’s report for all the land in the
area of the Fen subject to blows.
45 The Black Fens, H.J. Mason
46 The Farm in the Fen
47 Swaffham Prior and Burwell Fens Investigation, Agricultural Land Commission Draft Report, 1951
48 Agricultural Land Commission Draft Report, ibid.
49 Rural England
50 Agricultural Land Commission Draft Report, ibid.

Facing Page: a view of the
Electricity substation from
Weirs Drove.
Photo: A.Murkin
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In some places you may see fields where dry straw appears to be growing: the straw has been
specially planted in the earth to stop it blowing away.

O

n the higher, chalky land to the south of the village it has been the custom, after the
harvest, to burn the remaining stubble in the fields. This is not a suitable procedure for
fen soil, which is dry and peaty, and catches fire easily: “the bed of an extinct river near Burwell
once came to light only because the peat which had formed in its buried channel burnt right
out in a soil fire.” 51 “Only a few years ago,” writes James Wentworth-Day in 1954,
“a dyke-side rubbish fire on my own land in Burwell Fen started a subterranean creeping fire,
which for three weeks spread underground over acres of land, until finally extinguished by a
heavy downpour. That underground fire caused the wastage of much good soil and a
subsidence of several inches over three or four acres.” 52

Alan Bloom describes a fire in Baker’s Fen Drove, between Wicken Fen and the end of Factory
Drove, which took “several men several days to dig out . . . and only by making a trench round
each one, right down to the clay or gravel subsoil or to the water, can they be put out. And
it’s a hot and nasty job.”53
“Years ago it was no uncommon sight when one travelled through the Fens by train at night
to see a dull, flickering glow, like a million glow-worms on the march, spreading far and wide
over the flat fields, from which rose a wavering sea of smoke.”54

O

n the right, you pass the electricity sub-station - the focus of the many lines of pylons
that criss-cross the fields around the village. Construction of the chains of pylons was a
major undertaking, and the delivery of the largest components of the electrical installation,
the two 130-ton transformers, caused considerable disruption of traffic along their route.
When the first one made its way here from Stafford in January, 1966, it rested on a gigantic
trailer 165ft long, 17ft wide and 20ft tall, moving at a stately 10mph on 20 sets of double
wheels. The A14 had not yet been built, and roads were closed in Cambridge as it negotiated
the narrow streets - “the biggest load to pass through the city for many years,” according to a
Police spokesman.55

51 A.K. Astbury, The Black Fens
52 A History of the Fens
53 op. cit
54 Wentworth-Day, op. cit.
55 Cambridge News, 18th Jan, 1966; 1st Feb, 1966
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Aerial view, showing:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

The Recreation Ground
Hythe Bridge
Site of the former hythe, or wharf
Newnham Drove
The electricity sub-station
High Town Drove
Weirs Drove, following the winding course of the Weirs

Photography by Cambridge University Collection of Air Photographs

A closer view of the substation. Photo: A.Murkin

S

till following the course of the river on your left, you come to another fen road, High Town
Drove, on your right, leading to Reach Lode. This area is known as Hallard’s Fen. A
number of finds of flint and stone implements “show a concentration in Hallard’s Fen,
indicating a settlement site.” 56
It may be hard to believe now, but the fields to your right were, in the last century, under
water. Dr Lucas describes his father buying some land here:
“In October 1856 my father bought a seven-acre dolver [smallholding] in High Town Drove,
next to Toft Farm . . . In November he went to the vendor and asked him to show him the
land. The man had to take my father in a boat from the Anchor Bridge, rowing across the
Fen for about one mile. Everything was then underwater. When he came to the place, the
man put a pole down into the water and said, ‘This, Doctor, is your land.’”57

The postscript to this story is that after draining, this tract of land was found to be rich in
coprolites [phosphate nodules] which were dug up and used in the making of artificial
fertilizer, and therefore very valuable.
56 Inventory of Historical Monuments
57 op. cit
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To your left, is a footpath, leading back into the village, in the direction of Spring Close.

Spring Close
T

urning to the left, you pass The Paddocks and Dark Lane on your right, and come to the
bottom of Hall Lane. The Hall after which the road is named, lies beyond Abbey Close,
to your left.

The Hall
F

or a long time the residence of the Johnson family, this Grade II listed building is one of
the oldest in the village, dating, in part, from the mediaeval period, perhaps as early as the
late 14th Century. Later the house was extended into an adjacent building, which once
housed a bakery.58

58 Gray Cook, Sales Particulars, 21st Jan 1977

Above: Abbey Close meadow, early in the
20th Century, before the building of the
housing estate which now covers it.
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O

riginally, it had a moat round it - in fact the site consisted of two rectangular islands with
separate moats, which were up to 12 metres wide in places. The moat is clearly visible
behind the house, and still contains water in parts. It was connected to the river by a channel
to the west side.

A

ccording to Dr Charles Lucas, the Hall was “the property of the Crown, acquired after
the Dissolution of the monasteries, and its tenants . . . judging from the fine pew in the
parish church over the north door, would seem to have represented the Crown.”59 It - or an
older building on the same site - may well have been the house described in a 1649 survey of
Crown lands in the village made by Oliver Cromwell’s Parliamentarians:
“commonly called Burwell Hall or the Manor House of Burwell with the Scite thereof beinge
an olde farmhouse consistinge of a hall, a parlor, a kitchen and a Buttrey with two other
Roomes for necessary use below stayres, and fower chambers above staires, with a barne and
stable and some other small outhouses, a dovehouse and an orchard planted with olde
appletrees and some other fruite Trees therein.”60

59 op. cit
60 County Records Office

The Hall, from the east side. Photo: A.Murkin
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T

ogether with the house were “two closes of pasture ground on the backside of the said
Mannor house towardes the West,” and “two other closes of pasture towardes the North
and East of the said Mannor house.” These were currently rented out to Robert Gilbert, an
“undertenaunte” of “Auditor Povey.” Justinian Povey, the owner, was Auditor General to
Queen Henrietta Maria, wife of the King, Charles I [1625 - 1649]. Experiencing some
financial difficulties during the Civil War, the Parliamentarians confiscated Crown property
such as this in 1643, had it surveyed, and offered it for sale. In Burwell’s case, this Survey
seems to have been carried out with some haste, being dated January, 1649, the very month
in which the King’s execution took place. According to Magna Britannia,61 “the manor was
sold to Richard Ashfield, and others, and the manor house to Justinian Povey.”

B

efore the mid-19th Century, the house was somewhat larger than it is today, with an
additional section, oriented East - West. The foundations are still detectable in the area
of the driveway and garage, but this part, however, was burned down in a disastrous fire in
1843 for which a boy named Thomas Bradley was convicted.

In an agricultural community, with many wooden houses and farm buildings - often storing
inflammable materials - and without the sophisticated fire-fighting equipment we have now,
the danger of fire in a village such as Burwell was very great, and the results highly destructive.
Not all fires were as horrendous in their consequences as that of 1727, which claimed 80 lives,
but 19th Century newspapers are full of reports of fires:
“Yesterday se’nnight a fire took place on the farm occupied by Mr Fohock, of Burwell, near
Newmarket, by which a barn with about 50 coombs of wheat and 4 of oats, and a cart and
waggon, which had that night for the first time been drawn into the barn, were destroyed.
Some lucifer matches and the stock were insured in the Suffolk Fire office, Mr Pohock having
taken out his policy only last month.” (Cambridge Chronicle, 3rd December, 1842)

The suggestion here, I think, is that the fire may have been started deliberately (as was the
1727 ‘Barn Fire’), but this was not, of course, always the case, and when a fire broke out, it
was a case of ‘all hands to the pump’:
“On Saturday night, soon after 11 o’clock, a barn . . . was discovered to be in flames, and was
destroyed, with other outbuildings and a quantity of straw, etc. In this case, the labourers in
general behaved remarkably well, and there being but little wind, the damage was confined to
the premises in which the fire commenced, although there were thatched cottages on each
side. This fire was distinctly visible at Cambridge.” (Cambridge Chronicle, 15th June, 1844)

And so it was with the fire at the Hall in January, 1843:
“From the circumstances of the flames being distinctly visible on Midsummer Common (a
distance of 12 miles), it is feared that the fire is of considerable extent.” (Cambridge Chronicle,
28th January, 1843)

61 Daniel and Samuel Lysons, 1808
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The following week, the newspaper published a longer article on the fire, which lent a more
sinister aspect to the story:
“We now learn that the premises narrowly escaped destruction on the preceeding day
(Thurday), when a fire was discovered and extinguished about 5 o’clock in the afternoon.
About the same hour on Friday the alarm of fire was again raised, and in a few minutes
afterwards the devouring element, which had by this time broken out between some stacks
and the barn . . . was seen making the most appalling ravages.
“A high wind too inceased the fury of the flames evry moment, and rendewred ineffectual
every effort to save the adjoining buildings. Indeed, so extensively did it carry on the work of
destruction that some flakes of fire having been blown to the thatch of the Post Office, a
distance of at least a quarter of a mile, that building was set on fire, and nothing but the walls
were eventually left standing. The outbuildings of a tenement adjoing were likewise
consumed.
“The Burwell and Swaffham engines promptly arrived, but as the workings of them had no
effect on the masses already blazing, they were chiefly employed in preventing the flames from
conveying destruction to other buildings in the neighbourhood.
“The fire continued to rage in the most awful manner until it had entirely destroyed a karge
barn, a capacious stable and cow-house, a quantity of barley in barn, two stacks of wheat, two
of barley, and two of oats, the whole of which was fortunately insured. A severe loss must,
however, be sustained, before the extensive damage can be repaired and things brought into
working order again.
“With the exception of two pigs, all the live-stock were saved. Happily too the dwelling-house
was preserved from injury. There is no doubt that the destruction was causd by the diabolical
acts of an incendiary [arsonist].” (Cambridge Chronicle, 4th February, 1843)

Indeed, the very next week, the paper reports that “a lad named Thomas Bradley has been fully
committed to [Cambridge] Castle for trial, on a charge of setting fire to the premises of Messrs
Johnson of Burwell. Another lad is also in custody charged with inciting Thomas Bradley to
commit the felony.” And then, finally, later in the year, we learn that Bradley (aged only 13,
according to a report of his trial62) has been sentenced to 15 years’ transportation, and
transferred to Parkhurst prison on the Isle of Wight, presumably to await the departure of a
ship. (Cambridge Chronicle, 11th February & 8th July, 1843)

62 Cambridge Folk Museum

Remains of the moat which surrounded the Hall. Photo: A.Murkin
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D

r E.A.R. Ennion comments on the attractive meadows between Parsonage Farm and the
Hall, which were a feature of this part of the village until the mid-20th Century:
“in spring these Hall and Parsonage meadows are at their loveliest. The rising green spreads
over their great, unruly hedges . . . Daffodils in their gardens, buttercups in the meadows,
marigolds in the ditches . . . It is also the best place near the village to watch and listen for
birds.”63

The remaining part of these meadows here, between the bottom of Hall Lane, and Parsonage
Lane to the North, is known as Jubilee Green, so named for the Silver Jubilee of Queen
Elizabeth II [1952 - ] in 1977. It had been designated a play area some 10 years before this
and, after protracted negotiations with the developer of the housing estate between here and
the Hall, was bought by the Parish Council.64

20th Century Burwell
O

ver the first half of the 19th Century, the population of the village had almost doubled,
from 1,250 in 1801 to a peak of 2,187 in 1851. There then followed an overall decline
in the next 50 years to 1,974 in 1901. During the 20th Century, however - with the exception
of a drop coinciding with the period of the First World War - the population increased
steadily, doubling again at 4,296 in 1981. Figures show the steepest increase in the second
half of the century:
1901
1911
1921
1931
1941
1951
1961
1971
1981

1974
2144
2108
2257
2289
2734
4032
4296

The 20th century has seen dramatic changes to the appearance of the village. There has been
enormous development of housing in all parts, increasing in pace as the century has moved
on, and the roads between them have been resurfaced to make them suitable for the motor
vehicle which has replaced the horse and cart of the centuries before.

63 Adventurers Fen
64 Clunch, Nov 1979
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Prominent features of the village have disappeared: very little remains to show of the railway
that was constructed with such effort and expense towards the end of the previous century;
the brickworks and chemical factory in Factory Drove are no more; the clunch pits, in use up
until the middle of the century, have now become derelict, and built on; and many of the
village pubs have closed. The waterlogged Fen, of which part still remained up until the
1940’s, has been drained and become indistinguishable from fields on all sides of the village.
Some features, on the other hand, have simply come and gone: although two of the four
school buildings in use at the beginning of the century are still to be seen, two more have since
been built, only to be later demolished: Ness Road Primary School, and Parsonage Lane
Infants School. Yet others have reappeared: Stevens’ Mill - in use, but becoming dilapidated
by the 1950’s - has been restored, and is a landmark once again.

A

bove all, though, the 20th Century has seen the arrival in the village of things we now
take for granted, but which our forbears, over the many hundreds of years of Burwell’s
earlier history, had to do without: gas, electricity, water, and the motor car.

I

t is just within living memory that motor vehicles arrived in the village: lifelong Burwell
resident Ernie Palmer told listeners of BBC Radio Cambridgeshire in 1992:
“I can remember the first motor car coming in Burwell - Dr [Octavius] Ennion had that . . .
that’d be about 1910/11, something like that . . . I wondered what ever it was!”65

Not long after the arrival of the first motor traffic came the first motor traffic problems: a
newspaper report in 1916 records an accident caused by an early motor car. In this case,
however, the car was “stationary and the engine had been stopped.” A horse and cart
belonging to Robert Stephenson were approaching the King William, coming from the
direction of Pound Hill, when the horse was apparently frightened at the sight of the car, and
bolted. Despite strenuous efforts on the part of the driver, the horse ran straight into the
window of the sitting room by the pub door. The force of the impact was so great that
“both the glass and the framework of the window were smashed into fragments, which were
scattered all over the room, and several bricks were torn out at the side. When the animal
came to a standstill, its head, forelegs and the whole of its body up to the hindquarters were
inside the room.” 66

Surprisingly, the poor horse suffered only slight cuts to the mouth, and was promptly backed
out of the window without difficulty by the driver.

65 Off The Beaten Track, with Lester Millbank and Mike Petty, April, 1992
66 Newmarket Journal, 12th Feb, 1916
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I

ncidentally, lest it be thought that the age of the road accident only began with the arrival
of the internal combustion engine, the following reports from the Cambridge Chronicle
should dispel this myth:
“On Tuesday. the 26th, Mr Bottom of Newmarket sent one of his high-spirited horses on hire,
over to Bur well. When he got up Exning Hill, the horse started off in full speed and came
into Burwell-street the same; meeting there a flock of sheep, belonging to Mr Johnson, he
dashed in amongst them, and fell with his rider upon the sheep, killing two, breaking the leg
of another, and injuring several others. Neither horse nor rider was hurt.” (6th January, 1849)

and:
“Mr Charles Arber, farmer, was returning from Newmarket on Friday evening, the 25th ult.,
when within a short distance of his residence (the evening being very dark) his conveyance
came in contact with another vehicle, and the consequence was that Mr Arber was thrown out
and sustained serious injuries, but under attendance of Mr Lucas, Surgeon, he is in a
favourable state towards recovery.”

And even, sad to relate, the evil of drink-driving is not a 20th Century invention:
“Edmund Carter Bloom, lime merchant, Burwell, was charged with being drunk whilst in
charge of a horse and cart at Burwell on Feb 21. Fined 10s [50p] and 20s 6d [£1.03]
expenses.”

I

n November, 1925, the Parish Council received complaints about damage outside St
Andrew’s church, caused by the Ortona Company’s buses; in March, 1926, they wrote to
the Newmarket Rural District Council about the increase in bus traffic in North Street; in
June that year, they agreed on the need for 6 danger signals in the village - outside the 3
schools then in use (in the High Street, the Causeway and North Street), at Isaacson’s Corner,
Bushel Corner (opposite the Fox), and Toyse Lane Corner. In April, 1931, they went so far
as to write to the Chief Constable, calling his attention to the speed of vehicles in North
Street, especially buses, asking for action to be taken “to stop this dangerous procedure.”67;
and again, in January, 1936, the Police and the County Council were informed of their
anxiety about “excessive speeding of vehicles” in the village.

It’s hard to imagine what they would make of today’s traffic conditions. At least the 30 m.p.h.
speed limit had finally been introduced in 1935, commencing on the High Street side of the
Swaffham Road Railway Bridge. The County Council appeared less keen on this than the
Parish Council, originally declining to impose any limit at all, and then, in 1936, refusing to
move the start of the limit to the Swaffham Road side of the bridge. Even when this was done,
by 1948 they were being asked to move the beginning of the limit nearer the Dyke, as
Swaffham Road was “now so built up.” 68

67 Parish Council Minutes
68 Parish Council Minutes
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T

he question of public lighting was first raised at the Parish Council Meeting in December,
1923. A disappointing reply from the Electric Light Company in February, 1924,
informed the Council that Burwell was too far for them to run a connection to the mains:
nevertheless, the Council agreed on a plan that would involve 40 street lamps set up
throughout the village, and approached the Gas Company for an estimate. Once again,
however, the reply was negative: the Parish Council were told that “after canvassing the village
for possible consumers of gas, they were disappointed at the result, inasmuch as only 50
persons agree to take a supply if the company’s mains were extended to Burwell, and as the
cost would be very considerable to put up 40 lamps and supply with gas only 50 consumers,
the Directors regret they cannot see their way to lay down mains at present without any
contribution from Burwell towards the cost.” 69
This they could not afford to do, so the plan was shelved until 1929, when the Bedfordshire,
Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire Electricity Company were authorised by an Act of
Parliament to supply electricity to the village. Parish Councillors met representatives of the
company to inspect the streets in January, 1930, and a brand new scheme for 34 lamps was
produced. In case this should be thought too extravagant, an alternative version with only 21
lamps was presented as an option at a public meeting on July 4th.
Due to some confusion over who had been entitled to vote at this meeting, it was held again,
but by February, 1931 the street lights were in place - more than 21 lamps seem to have been
put up, too, as at the Parish Council Meeting in this month, changes to the siting of some of
the lights were recommended, including lamp No. 25, which was near the end of Bunting’s
Path. Initially, the street lights were only switched on for 6 months of the year, October March, but after the first winter of use, it was decided to include 2 more months, coming on
in September and going off in April. By October, 1937, 38 street lights were in use.

T

he subject of public water supplies had arisen in the previous century: in October, 1871,
a Vestry Meeting discussed “the desirability of erecting public pumps for the benefit of
the inhabitants.” A committee was formed, and reported back in November. Their
conclusion, however, was negative: “it is not desirable at present to dig any public wells or
erect any pumps,” they said, but at the same time found “several dwelling houses in a very
unhealthy state from the bad drainage, impure water and bad state of water closets,” and “took
note of what was required to be done to remedy such nuisances.” The meeting resolved to
send notice to “all persons upon whose premises a nuisance has been found, requesting them
to abate the same,” and all those who failed to comply would be referred to the Board of
Guardians, then responsible for Public Health.
Later, in January 1882, they were asked to consider the proposal of the newly-created
Newmarket Water Works Company to construct and maintain waterworks, and to supply
water within certain parishes in the Counties of Cambridge and Suffolk, of which Burwell was
one of the said parishes.” Once again, the idea was rejected, and the resolution - carried
unanimously - was that “whilst this meeting does not deny that a public supply of water may
be necessary for the town of Newmarket, it is nevertheless the opinion of this meeting that no
part whatever of the Parish of Burwell requires a public supply of water.”70
69 Parish Council Minutes
70 Vestry Minute Book, November 9th, 1871; Jan 16th, 1882
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Until the 1920’s all the water for the village was drawn from wells. Public pumps had
eventually been sited at intervals throughout the village: at Stock’s Hill, where the restored
pump still stands outside the church gates; on Pound Hill, close to the present Post Office; at
the junction of North Street and Hythe Lane - once known as ‘Crosstrees’ - opposite the Fox,
outside the former Bushel inn; against No. 60, North Street; and against No. 96, North Street
- formerly the site of a row of almshouses. 71
However, problems with the quality of the water in some of these wells were beginning to
arise: in April, 1926, a report was received from the Public Analyst on samples of water from
two wells in the neighbourhood of Pound Hill. The report’s findings indicated that “the water
ought not to be used for drinking purposes unless it be boiled.” Water from one well was
unpolluted, but from the other “polluted, and quite unfit for drinking purposes.”72
In April, 1934, the Parish Council first considered the question of having mains water
installed, but decided to take no action, having been advised that the Rural District Council
were looking into the matter.
In February, 1936, water from the public pump near Burnt Yard, North Street, was said to be
“badly discoloured and apparently not fit for drinking purposes”;73 in May, 1937, the Parish
Council were again informed that the North Street wells were in bad condition, but that the
village was still unable to afford to pay for a mains supply.
It must have been at this time that the Memorial Hall was the venue for a meeting “packed
with people”74 opposed to the idea of bringing piped water to the village. A staunch supporter
of the scheme between the wars was Harry Peachey, but the views of others, led by Mr Game
and including John McBeath the chemist, won the day. Objections were on grounds of cost,
of course, rather than anything else, and the Parish Council Minutes in May, 1937, record the
opinion that “the village could not afford to pay for water . . . if the scheme went forwards,
the next step would be drainage, which was the most expensive of the two.”75 Nevertheless,
in January, 1938, it was announced that the Rural District Council were to lay mains water
in Burwell, Bottisham, Lode, Swaffham Prior, Swaffham Bulbeck and Reach.

R

egular household refuse collection began in March, 1936. Rubbish was collected once
every two weeks.

R

eturning along Spring Close, you pass the side of the meadow containing the spring
which is the source of the river in Burwell, and the remains of the 12th century castle.
On Ordnance Survey maps up to 1926, it is marked as Dark Lane: this name is now used only
for the track leading up to the High Street, close to Hall Lane. No. 1 Spring Close, on the
left, was the home of a carpenter and undertaker.

71 A.F. Gathercole, Clunch, Nov 1981
72 Parish Council Minutes
73 Parish Council Minutes
74 Heather Richardson, Burwell - A Stroll Through History
75 Parish Council Minutes, May 18th, 1937
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Following the road round you return again to St Mary’s Church.
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