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Last week I joined a group of
children from the Robert arkenstall
school at Haddenham as they

made their way on an excursion into
the past. With dockey boxes packed
we clambered up onto a luxury coach
to make a journey to a place I myself
had visited for the first time when I was
their age.

In those distant days of the 1950s the
object of our expedition had been the
chapel at King’s College, Cambridge
with its high vaulted roof, walls adorned
with magnificent carvings of lions and
crowns – though nobody pointed out
the graffiti carved by the soldiers who’d
used it as stables during the Civil War.
It made a tremendous impression on a
young fen lad.

But last week we were not going
into any of the colleges. Instead we
were heading to what was in my
day the Cambridge and County Folk
Museum, now renamed the Museum of
Cambridge. there, the children would
learn something about the work of Enid
Porter and see some of the objects that
she and other curators have amassed
recording the fascinating history of
county folk.

so we set off, past the site of a
museum that had been started by
children of their own age and which
had gone on to attract worldwide
attention, even being featured by
Dave allen on one of his television
programmes. Now Farmland Museum
has left its Haddenham roots to find
a new home near the ancient Denny
abbey where the Delanoy brother’s
treasures, many given by Haddenham
people, are now displayed beside other
farming memorabilia.

the newly opened Methodist chapel
tea room with its home-made cakes
was a tempting stopping point. the
last time I was there I’d chatted to a
carpenter who casually mentioned
how he’d restored the woodwork
surrounding the grave of the Unknown
Warrior in Westminster abbey, just
one of the many commissions he’d
undertaken while a craftsman at Rattee
and Kett. But such a pause could easily
take hours, this time there was not the
time to spare.

ahead we spotted the sundial and
the high spire of the Baptist Chapel and
wondered why Holy trinity Church
did not have one too – was it true that
there had been a collection to raise the
cash, only for it to go missing at about
the same time as the treasurer
had emigrated to america?

and there was the pub
whose doorstep stands
as high as the top of
Ely Cathedral, near
where was discovered
a mounting block
for a horse which
on investigation was
found to be a memorial
stone to Ovin, steward
to st Ethedreda. Inside
the thatched inn is a hiding
hole where Catholic priests
could take refuge from fellow clerics
stoutly opposed to their preferred
method of worship. and there in the
ground beyond were the graves of
ancient people whose bones had been
discovered only recently following
excavation work for new homes.

For those on the right there was

the fire engine house from which the
manual fire engine had been fetched
on the February night in 1939 when a
cottage had caught fire just down Hill
Row. sadly when they arrived they did
not have enough hose to reach to the

hydrant and so had to resort to
passing buckets of water from

hand to hand. By the time
the Cambridge brigade
arrived it was too late to
save the house and its
occupant.

Now those on the
left could crane their
necks in the hope of a

glimpse of the Hinton
Hall, once home to

the man celebrated for
composing the words of the

hymn Land of Hope and Glory,
who would set off on his bicycle down
to the village station in Grunty Fen as
he returned to the Cambridge college
of which he had been master. that
college was Magdalene, just down the
road from the museum to which we
were journeying.

across the road was the water tower,
erected to replace the roadside pumps
where you had to queue to operate
the large handle that forced a supply
of liquid, often contaminated, into a
bucket to be carried on a yolk all the
way home to a cottage where running
water was something known only when
it rained, dripping into the bedroom
through the decaying thatch of the roof.

Now the view opened up, the fields
sloping steeply away across the old pit
which had supplied the clay to make
bricks for village homes, examples of

which are to be found in the village’s
magnificent brick museum that has
been open at the Blossoms and
Bygones celebrations.

the blossoms were to be seen on
the remains of the orchards which had
formerly spread along the south-facing
slopes of the great island in the fens on
which Haddenham stands. On those
slopes monks once planted vineyards to
produce grapes for wine to quench the
thirst of pilgrims who passed this way
to Ely. For until the late 1700s the main
road clambered up from aldreth and
the ancient causeway that led through
the marshes to Cambridge. Was this
the route defended by Hereward the
Wake when the Norman king, William,
had attempted to overcome the rebels
defying his conquest?

Now the grapes have gone but
there’s a new crop – acre upon acre of
solar panels to harvest the sunshine to
turn into electricity. Beyond, lurking in
the polluted haze was journey’s end.
But that was still 15 miles away for
we’d just reached the boundaries of
their parish. ahead lay Wilburton with
all its mysteries.

and who says history is boring?
Ps. the kids finally arrived and had a

wonderful time learning about witches,
cures and country tales.

Coach ride to museum
is history lesson in itself

LOTS TO LEARN: Children at the Museum of Cambridge. Left, Enid Porter at the Folk
Museum in the 1950s. Right, Haddenham’s farmland museum in 1971, now rehoused
at Denny Abbey. Below, Haddenham High Street photographed by the News in 1965
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Plan for village
given go-ahead
» FROM THE NEWS 1989
The Government has
approved the county
structure plan saying yes
to plans for a village of
1,500 homes on the A10
north of Cambridge but
no to a new village west
or east of the city on the
A45. A public inquiry will
be held to decide which
side it should be built.
Around 800 homes have
been shifted into Fenland
and draft plans to build a
further 63,000 homes have
been rubber-stamped.
However, villagers at
Stretham and Wilburton
will continue to fight
proposals for ‘Westmere’.

Rat catcher Colin
hot on the trail
» FROM THE NEWS 1964
Colin Drage of Abbots
Ripton has been a rat
catcher since leaving
school.
He cycles up to 30 miles a
day carrying bait and traps.
He formerly kept five dogs
and 60 ferrets but now
mainly relies on modern
poisons. His biggest catch
was at the old Huntingdon
incinerator where he picked
up over 800 dead rats,
many others died in their
holes. But now many old
buildings in Huntingdon
and St Ives have been
demolished so there are
not so many rats about.

Women become
fast learners
» FROM THE NEWS 1939
Cambridge members of the
Women’s Voluntary Services
for Civil Defence are being
trained as ambulance and
car drivers. A feature of the
classes is tuition in driving
in the dark in gas masks
and without lights, and in
changing wheels, fuses etc
under the same conditions.
This instruction is being
given by Mr North of Messrs
Marshall, Jesus Lane.
Women wishing to enrol
for this important National
Service should apply to the
WVS, Old Post Office, St
Andrew’s Street.

County Borough
Bill is defeated
» FROM THE NEWS 1914
The Cambridge County
Borough Bill (with which
were included Wakefield
and Luton) was defeated in
the House of Commons.
It would inflict great
hardship on the county. If it
was taken away the rest of
the area would be almost
entirely agricultural, some
MPs said.
But the county council
would be more efficient if
all members represented
agricultural interests rather
than the urban interests
of the borough, the
Cambridge MP contended.Visit Mike’s website at www.cambridgeshirehistory.com/MikePetty for free advice on researching Cambridgeshire and the Fens. Email: mikepetty13a@gmail.com


