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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
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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.

