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TRAVELLERS journeying
through Earith have been
delayed recently due to

maintenance work on the
concrete deck and road surface of
the bridge across the New
Bedford River.

It has long been an important crossing
point. In the Middle Ages the road from
Earith to Haddenham was the
responsibility of the Bishop of Ely who
installed a hermit to repair the causeway
and river crossing

The original bridge was constructed of
timber. By 1286 it was so old and
broken, footmen, horses and carts were
unable to cross and the sheriff was
ordered to make repairs. It had fallen
down by 1346 but was brought back
into use and in 1604 had nine twelve-
foot wide arches through which 14 feet
of water passed ‘vehemently’ along the
West Water towards Chatteris.

Within half a century that single West
Water had been replaced by a new and
then a newer Bedford River, both of
which had to be crossed. Travellers
made their way over the first by a nine-
hole sluice which was replaced by a
seven holes bridge built by the Hundred
Foot Wash Commissioners in 1824. This
was topped by a fence along the
parapet erected at the expense of Tom
Benton in the 1880s. He had been
driving across it in a light cart when his
horse shied and jumped the parapet,
taking the cart with him. There
happened to be a boat moored nearby,
from which Tom was saved from
drowning. So he paid for the extra rails
and ensured that a boat was always
moored there for the rest of his life. This
was replaced in April 1954 by a new
sluice bridge.

The more major impediment was the
New Bedford River; the drainers had
dug it, so the drainers had to pay for a
bridge over it. They constructed what
was described as ‘a very strong and high

wooden bridge’ probably similar to one
that remained in use at Mepal until the
1930s.

But by the early 1840s the Earith
bridge was unsafe for people to cross
and tenders were sought for building a
new iron one. The Directors of the
Stockton and Darlington Railway
Company offered a second-hand
suspension bridge built in 1830 that they
wanted to dispose of at a good price and
numerous contractors submitted
proposals for new ones. The Cambridge
Eagle Foundry came in at £2,030 with
an extra £229.10s for stone facing. After
considerable debate it was agreed to
accept a tender from Messrs Sharp of
Long Sutton for a suspension bridge

Work started in October 1843 but the
contractor found great difficulty finding
a good foundation. What should have
been completed in seven months
dragged on and it was March 1847
before it was completed. But problems
were quickly apparent: in February
1850 an iron girder broke and the deal
flooring was reported in a dangerous
condition.

Then on 13th June 1863, a traction
engine belonging to Messrs John and
Stephen Feary of Bluntisham was
making its way over the bridge when
two of the cast iron girders snapped
with a loud crack. This so scared the
driver he jumped off the engine, leaving
it to cross by itself, which it did without
mishap. Additional timber struts were
fixed as a temporary measure but it
would need the replacement of the 14
cast-iron girders with others made of
wrought iron, Richard Reynolds Rowe,
the Isle of Ely County Surveyor, advised.

It was decided to build a complete
new suspension bridge, which was
finished by July 1865. Its strength was
tested by driving over it the same
threshing engine that had damaged the
old one. This time it stood the weight.
But there were other problems: the new
suspension bridge swayed too much
and additional anchoring needed to be
put in place to hold it steady. As traffic
increased plans were commissioned for
the present bridge which was officially
opened on 5th April 1963.

It was not the end of the difficulties,

as engineers made clear at that time.
Eventually a high-level viaduct would

need to be constructed across the 150-
yard section of often waterlogged road
causeway between the two Bedford
Rivers. It was blocked to cars for
sometimes 15 days a year providing a
lucrative income for locals who leapt
into action as cars spluttered to a halt in
more than a foot of floodwater. The
price for motorists who lost the gambol
to get across was £1 for a push out and
clean-up with a rag, £2 for a tow out
with a Landrover. “If they can’t pay we’ll
take anything: watches, foreign
currency, cheques”, one rescuer told
reporters in 1977. However he had cut-
throat competition from two
enterprising schoolboys from
Bluntisham who made £20 in one
week.

In March 1978 this income was
threatened after the County Council
spent £23,000 in raising the level of the
road by more than 10 inches. Hopefully
when the present works are completed
this vital route for travellers will once
more carry them dryly on their journey.

LOOKING
BACK
Report due on
church cockerel
>> FROM THE NEWS, 1987
THE cock-eyed cockerel
on top of Haslingfield
church has become a
symbol of eccentric
dottiness and an
endearing landmark, says
its vicar. It has been
wobbling precariously for
more than 20 years but
they cannot afford to put it
right. The church was built
in the middle of the 14th
century and the weather
cock has rusted in its
support. An architect’s
report will reveal whether
it has become a priority

New village
to be built
>> FROM THE NEWS, 1963
Plans have been drawn
up to create a new village
five miles from the centre
of Cambridge. The
development at Bar’s
Farm, Dry Drayton, would
be the first anywhere in
the country for at least a
century. It would be
undertaken by a private
firm and envisages
freehold and leasehold
properties built to a high
architectural standard to
house about 3,000
people. A Board of
Trustees would ensure it
was completely self-
supporting with its own
shops. But some say
Lolworth, with a
population of 90, should
be developed instead.

Smashing way
for theft victim
>> FROM THE NEWS, 1937
A witness at Cambridge
Police Court took the
Confucianist oath by
smashing a saucer in the
witness-box. Then the
clerk said: “You shall tell
the truth, and the whole
truth – the saucer is
broken, and if you do not
tell the whole truth your
soul will be broken like the
saucer”. Fan Hung said
he was a research student
at Fitzwilliam Hall and
money had been taken
from his wallet in his
lodgings. A fellow-lodger
admitted the theft and was
bound over.

Take advert in
your paper
>> FROM THE NEWS, 1912
Cambridge Independent
Press, Ely Gazette, Soham
Gazette, Huntingdonshire
Herald, established over
100 years. Advertise your
wants in old-established
papers which are
thoroughly well-known
and have a genuine and
increasing circulation.
Classified columns include
situations vacant and
wanted, domestic servants
and horses, carriages and
cycles. Charge for 16
words, one insertion
sixpence, three for a
shilling.

Memories
By MIKE PETTY

Bridging the gap

WATER, WATER EVERYWHERE: In 1960 Eric Hard ran a shuttle service in an ex-army
lorry taking schoolchildren through floods to the village. The children looked upon it as
something to be greatly enjoyed. When the lorry trundled up to the school in the evening
the children rushed to mount the step-ladder and climb into the vehicle. Being driven
through the actual flood waters was the best part of the journey. Top right, Earith
suspension bridge c1929. Right: Mepal bridge

CROSSING POINT: The sluice over the Old Bedford in 1929. Top right, a
map showing the original bridge in 1604. Right, Earith bridge in 1963
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