
EDITORIAL 

 

 How lucky we are to live in Thriplow!  Whilst so many parts of Southern and Western 

England have endured long spells of very heavy rain in this late Spring and early Summer, our 

part of East Anglia has escaped the torrential downpours and come off quite lightly.  True, there 

have been overcast skies and a marked shortage of sunshine, but nothing comparable to the 

conditions suffered by the Severn Valley and Oxfordshire.  In an article in this issue Bill 

Wittering has commented on a freak mini-tornado that hit the village in 1868, and Shirley 

Wittering has discussed the small water courses of Thriplow that are dependent on springs 

flowing from the underlying chalk rock and their drainage dating from Saxon times.  Whilst these 

springs provide in most years a supply to fill garden lakes and moats there is little likelihood of 

their creating flooding sufficient to make roads impassable and drowning pastures.  Thriplow 

Meadows, our location for the Southern Marsh orchid, is a wet meadow, and does have an 

underground irrigation system to counter any possible drought.  As Oliver Walston comments in 

his article on Thriplow Farms we suffer here from too little rain, not too much.   

 

 Daffodil Weekend was once again a great success; very many thanks to all who 

contributed.  When the financial reckoning was assessed the profit came to over £21,000, a sum 

the envy of many other nearby villages.  As in previous times the principal beneficiaries were the 

Church and the School, but other villages organisations like the over - 60s and the Cricket Club 

also were given support.  The Thriplow Society was given money requested for some 

Interpretative Boards which have been ordered from a professional company and should soon be 

erected outside the Smithy and the Village Pump in Fowlmere Road.  All village organisations 

that have a specific need for financial support are urged to make a request to the Daffodil 

Weekend Trust for consideration next year. 

 

 We should also report that Peter and Barbara Speak are on the move, after 45 years in 

Thriplow-not too far away, just to Trumpington, where local buses are more frequent, shops are 

just around the corner, and the Thriplow Society within easy reach. 

 

Peter Speak and Shirley Wittering – Joint Editors                    

 

 

 



HOLLYWOOD COMES TO THRIPLOW 

 

 In the autumn of 1970 a film unit based at Sawston Hall came to shoot a scene 

in Thriplow.  The Director, Michael Winner, chose Thriplow Church and its 

churchyard because of the absence of intruding electricity, telegraph wires and TV 

aerials.  The film being made was the realisation of the horrific, psychological story 

by American author Henry James, called The Night Comers. It was released in 1971 

and has been shown world wide.  The heroine was English actress, Stephanie 

Beacham, and the leading actor, none other than American, Marlon Brando. 

The vicar, Rev. Ivor Davies, had been approached by Michael Winner and had agreed 

to conduct a burial scene in the churchyard.  There would be many supporting actors 

standing around, but some local agricultural presence was required and Ivor Davies 

agreed to find a few suitable Thriplow inhabitants to complete the task.  He recruited 

as agricultural labourers, Sid Badcock, who lived in one of the cottages known as 

Bacon’s Farm, and George Fuller, of Anno Domini. The Rev Davies called at our 

house to see if my son David would join Nicholas Key of Middle Street to play the 

roles of ‘farmer’s boys’.   

The main cast occupied the village hall for make-up, costumes, and refreshments, but 

the leading ladies, Stephanie Beacham and Thora Hird, were accommodated in 

Church Street at Baker’s Dozen, owned at that time by Jeff and Girlie Baker.  Marlon 

Brando, as befitted an actor of international acclaim, rested alone, in the house next to 

the shop, opposite the village hall, until the moment came for him to be called to the 

churchyard.  When Sid and George called for a costume, they were told, “You are 

fine, come just as you are!”  Similarly the two boys arrived in their oldest clothes with 

flat caps and kerchiefs around their necks.  Their piece was to accompany a horse 

pulling a cart laden high with mangolds.   

Shooting took place on a Monday, and Ivor Davies had omitted to tell the headmaster 

of the school, Raymond Williams, that two of his boys would be absent on film star 

duties.  Williams, typically, created a great fuss about it all. It was all over in one day, 

and when shown, occupied only a few minutes of screen time. Presumably the Church 

received a good fee for the use of its vicar and churchyard, and the boys, at least got 

£10 each. 

The film was well received and played at all the major cinemas throughout the 

country, but as far as I know, was never in ‘the top ten’.         

 

Peter Speak. 

  

 

 

 

 



THRIPLOW FARMS 

Open Day 

May 26th 2007 

 

One of Thriplow Farm’s giant combine harvester on show. 

We farm 2000 acres (800 hectares) around the village. The farm stretches from the railway 

line close to Harston level crossing to the A505 near the Pet Crematorium. 

Back at the beginning of the 20th century when my family bought the land there were sixteen 

tenants on the estate. In those days landowners owned land and tenants farmed land. There 

were very few owner-occupiers. By the time I was a boy growing up in Thriplow (and I 

suspect I am the only person still alive who actually rode horses down to the Smithy on the 

village green to have them shod), almost all of these tenants had retired and the land was 

being farmed by my father. At that time about a quarter of all the houses in the village were 

owned by the estate and were occupied by farm-workers. Church Farm consisted of two 

cottages; Bacons Farm was three cottages and Cochranes Farm four cottages. Many of the 

fields on the farm today are named after the tenants who occupied them – Neaves, 

Wilkinsons, Stocks, Smiths and Perrins. Incidentally, the prefix HC which you will see on the 

map on page 2 stands for Heath and Cochranes, which were once two separate farms. 



Sixty years ago this farm (like virtually every farm in England) was effectively organic. We 

had three Jersey dairy herds, one Aberdeen Angus beef herd, Suffolk Punch horses for 

draught work and Arab horses for riding. We also had chickens, turkeys, sheep and pigs. 

Such little fertiliser as we used came in the form of manure. We employed eighty men, all of 

whom lived in tied cottages from which they could be evicted at the whim of the employer.  

Rose Moule’s father, who lived at Cochranes Farm, was one of the foremen. One day after he 

had reached the age of seventy my father suggested to him that maybe he might think about 

retiring. Moule’s (no christian names in those days) response was instantaneous. “When 

would you like me out of the house, sir?” My father was, of course, appalled, and the Moule 

family continued to live at Cochranes for another fifty years. 

 

Thriplow Farms staff 1947 



 

Thriplow Farms staff 2007 

Why did we stop having livestock on the farm? Two main reasons. The first is simply the fact 

that this is one of the driest parts of Britain. To feed cattle you need grass and to grow good 

grass you need rain. This explains why today the western side of Britain is predominantly 

livestock while the eastern side is predominantly arable. It also explains why there are only 

five dairy herds left in Cambridgeshire. The second reason is simply because animals need 

people to look after them – and people are expensive in 2007. Not only are their wages 

expensive, but they would also have to occupy houses which – as most of you know – are not 

exactly cheap in Thriplow today! 

Half a century ago it was all very picturesque, which may explain why today some people 

(who inevitably have no connection with agriculture) look back on this period as being “The 

good old days”. In fact they were anything but good. None of the cottages had an indoor 

water supply or toilet. Wages were insultingly low, working hours were long and working 

conditions appalling. There were no tractor cabs to protect you from the weather, dust choked 

your lungs and lifting heavy weights injured your back. Holidays consisted of two weeks a 

year. It isn’t surprising that the overwhelming ambition of any intelligent farm worker was 

simple and unambiguous; to get out of agriculture as soon as possible. So much for the good 

old days. 



Today we have a labour force of two: Dick Arbon and Tristran Worboys. They are helped at 

busy times during the year by Ted King, who retired from his full-time job two years ago. 

During harvest we also employ a student. 

 

This tractor does not impact the light soils of Thriplow. 

 

PUBLIC ACCESS TO THE COUNTRYSIDE 

For the past 25 years we have had signs throughout the farm which welcome walkers and 

riders. All we ask is that you keep to the tracks, do not walk on the fields and keep dogs on 

leads. I am happy to report that the vast majority of people keep to these rules. This coming 

autumn we shall have a lot of new tracks which walkers and riders will be able to use. These 

will be part of a new DEFRA Scheme (see below) which pays us to open up tracks to the 

public. When this happens maps and signs will make it clear where these new tracks are. I 

should, however, warn you that there are also a lot of grass strips on the farm which are 

definitely not for walkers and riders. They have been designed specifically for wildlife and 

thus human beings are not at all welcome on these strips. So while we will still welcome you 

all to enjoy the surrounding countryside, it is absolutely crucial that you make sure that you 

keep rigorously to the tracks which have been allocated to the human race and do not walk on 



the other grass strips which have been dedicated to the bugs, birds and other animals which 

we are now trying to encourage. In other words you should only walk on the tracks which 

will be clearly marked for humans. All other strips should be avoided 

SITES OF SPECIAL SCIENTIFIC INTEREST  

We are lucky to have three SSSIs on the farm. The first is, of course, the Thriplow Orchid 

Meadows, which are located only 300 metres from the village shop. The other two are 

somewhat more rarefied. The second is a low-lying depression in the field on the right hand 

side when you cross Cambridge Road on your way to Foxton. Here you might find – if you 

are observant, knowledgeable and lucky - a tiny animal called a Fairy Shrimp and a plant 

called Grass Poly. The third SSSI is only of interest to serious geologists. It consists of a 

series of peat holes which, I am reliably informed, are very uncommon when they occur over 

chalk. They are difficult to reach since they lie far from any path between Thriplow and 

Whittlesford. For most of the year they are either dry or covered with nettles and 

undergrowth. However, for connoisseurs of peat holes, I have no doubt they are extremely 

exciting. 

  



 

Location of Sites of Special Scientific Interest on Thriplow Farms 

AGRICULTURAL SUBSIDIES 

Somewhere around one quarter of our income today comes from you, the taxpayers, in the 

form of agricultural subsidies. Until very recently these subsidies were paid simply to 

encourage us to produce more food. The more wheat we grew or the more acres we planted, 

the bigger subsidy we received. Eventually this was seen to be a stupid system since it 

created large surpluses. As a result the whole subsidy system has been drastically reformed. 



Today the majority of the subsidies we receive are in return for our looking after the 

environment. 

 There are three levels of subsidy available to farmers today. 

The first is the bog-standard subsidy which is paid to all farmers providing they are 

reasonably sensible and do not rip out hedges or cut down forests. This is called the Single 

Farm Payment. 

The second level is called the Entry Level Scheme. This is paid to farmers who take rather 

more care and, for example, leave six metre strips of grass/flower mixtures round the outside 

of some fields. 

The third level of subsidy – and the most difficult to achieve – is called the Higher Level 

Scheme. This is a competitive scheme in which farmers compete against each other to 

propose actions they can take not simply to maintain but actually to enhance the countryside. 

I am happy – and faintly proud – to be able to say that Thriplow Farms was accepted into the 

Higher Level Scheme at the end of last year. 

As a result of these reforms, the old production subsidies which we used to receive for 

growing more wheat will shrink to nothing over the next six years. Farmers who are unable 

or unwilling to look after the environment will therefore eventually receive virtually no 

public funds whatsoever. 

CROPPING 

This year we are growing the following crops:- 

WHEAT      365 hectares (900 acres) 

OILSEED RAPE    173 hectares (428 acres) 

SUGAR BEET    62 hectares (154 acres) 

BEANS     58 hectares (142 acres) 

SET ASIDE     68 hectares (168 acres) 



Most of the wheat is used either for animal food or for starch production, although some may 

go for breadmaking if the quality is high enough. The oilseed rape is crushed to produce 

vegetable oil. Both the wheat and oilseed rape may, in the future, be used for biofuels. The 

sugar beet goes to the sugar factory at Bury St Edmunds and emerges as Silver Spoon sugar.  

The beans are ground up to provide protein in animal food.  Set-aside is the price we must 

pay to drink at the Brussels subsidy trough. About 8% of the farm must grow nothing at all as 

part of the Common Agricultural Policy. 

Sixty years ago we grew no wheat whatsoever because, with little or no fertiliser, the land 

was considered too poor. Instead we grew spring barley which, in a good year, produced just 

over two and a half tonnes per hectare. By the time I started farming in 1972 we had ceased 

to rely on manure and clover for our fertility and were thus able to grow wheat. We always 

hoped to produce five tonnes per hectare but we normally only managed four tonnes. 

However by 1981, using new varieties of wheat, new fungicides to protect against disease, 

new herbicides to kill weeds, and new agronomic techniques we actually managed to harvest 

ten tonnes per hectare from a single field. The old-timers on the farm found this incredible. 

Since that date, however, yields have increased relatively slowly. Last harvest (2006) we had 

the third best harvest ever, averaging 9.7 tonnes per hectare across the whole farm. 

LIVERY STABLES 

 We run a Livery Stable at Thriplow Farm which makes use of the old paddocks 

around the farm. It is organised on a DIY basis so that the horse-owners look after their own 

animals. The cost for a horse is £105 per month. 

 Oliver Walston 

May 2007 

  

 

 

 

 

 



THRIPLOW’S WATER COURSES 

 

  IN the Journal for Spring 2001 (Vol.9/3) we published an article about the floods of 2000/1.  

We thought it might be interesting to reprint it.  We have not been flooded, so far, but other 

parts of the country had had a terrible time.  Memories are short and ditches soon get 

clogged up. 

 

 To those of us not born to the village the amount of water in the parish has come as an 

eye opener. To those born here it takes them back to their childhood, though even they cannot 

remember so much water as we have had this winter.  The centre of Thriplow lies within a 

loop of harder chalk called Melbourn Rock, through which water percolates and acts as a 

spring line. Thus the amount of water (over 40% more than normal) we have had this winter 

has saturated the ground and is now overflowing onto the surface. We had 3.3 inches of water 

in February compared with a February average of 1.4 inches. How did former inhabitants of 

Thriplow cope with this amount of water in similar wet seasons in the days when less water 

was abstracted? One only has to walk around the village to see evidence of how well they 

knew the lie of the land and how well they understood how to direct and control the surplus 

water.  

 While much water stands in pools in fields and on the Green, their curved edges show 

that this is just water surfacing from waterlogged ground and finding its own level. But take a 

walk along the View footpath from Middle Street towards Church Street, and the ditch that 

runs from Berenton’s Manor soon takes a sharp right angled bend to the left along the valley 

bottom towards Pigeon’s Close, showing that the stream which flows from the springs which 

rise there, was channelled at some time in the past through pastures where the surplus water 

would enable good grass to grow for feeding stock. Thriplow like most villages within South 

Cambridgeshire is mainly arable and pasture has always been scarce and more valuable than 

arable land. The enclosure map of 1840 shows the water then dividing and flowing around 

the edge of Pittensaries (Pigeon’s Close), probably to drain the land. Villagers recall that field 

always full of water in the winter.  

 This year for the first time for many years the moat around The Bury is full of water. 

This is a complicated series of ditches probably built sometime in the 14
th

 century both as a 

status symbol and as a way of draining another low lying area of land. When a new sewer 

was put in along the drive of the Bury, the drain from the moat was blocked so the water from 

the moat ran into Lena Browne’s garage, up to her house and flowed across the road to 

another ditch opposite Bassets. This has now been remedied but for several weeks she was 

marooned behind sandbags. The water has now been diverted but seems to be forming a pond 

outside Bassetts. On the 1840 map this is shown as a pond anyway.  See map. 

 Another complicated moated area is Barenton’s Manor and the Rectory Farm 

complex. The 1840 map shows several arms forming part of this system and maybe the moat 

at one time ran from the manor across Middle Street down Balls Lane taking a sharp right 

hand bend just before Lewis and Ruth Stone’s house and along the boundaries of the houses 

between there and the Rectory Farm and finally drained into the farm pond. This system has 

been breached at some time and the water running down Balls Lane from Middle Street has 

nowhere to go and part of our Yew hedge died after standing with its roots in the water for so 



long.  Likewise the water from the Rectory Pond is now overflowing into the field behind. 

The map shows a ditch running along the front of the Rectory and taking a left hand bend into 

Narrow Lane where the ditch is some six feet deep. A man-hole cover in the lane just past the 

houses in Middle Street shows where the well for Cowlings used to be.  

 Water can reveal features much as aerial photographs can, and a fascinating sight 

greeted Lewis and Ruth Stone as the water gradually rose in their wood behind their house. A 

series of straight edged ditches with right angled bends showed up revealing the boundaries 

of the two areas of ground described in the Manor Court Rolls of 1677 as “Two Groves of 

wood called Burrells and Pantons”. An earlier document of 1587 spells the two pieces of land 

“Beurells and Pontewaes”. Does Pontway suggest there was a bridge there?
2
  

 

 
One of the man-made ditches in Lewis Stone’s wood, 2001 

 Other documents reveal the extent of maintaining the watercourses of the village. The 

Overseers’ accounts for Thriplow from 1765-1789 show a total of 771 days in which the 

Overseers paid unemployed men to dig ditches, reaching a peak in 1780 when 234 days 

labour was paid for.  Was this year exceptionally wet?  A look at the rainfall records for 

England and Wales show the annual rainfall for the year was certainly wet at 900 mm. (The 

average December rainfall for England and Wales over the period 1961-90 was 796 mm). 

The ditching was carried out from May to the end of July 1780.
2
 

 The ditches in Newditch Plantation at the Bury were dug during this time. The 

Overseers of the Poor paid ten able-bodied unemployed men to dig out the ditches spending 

£10-9s on ditching during 1780...A pauper could earn six shillings a week for this type of 

work, compared with eight shillings a week earned by an agricultural labourer.
3
  See map. 



 Part of the problem we have had this winter is certainly the amount of rainfall, but 

another cause has been the blocking, culverting and filling up of drains and ditches. We have 

had so many years without much rain that when new houses have been built existing ditches 

have been seen as unnecessary and filled in. A prime example is the ditch that runs down 

Balls Lane beside my house; it used to turn right at the bottom of the garden and run along 

the end of the neighbouring gardens into Rectory Farm pond. As the houses have been built 

along Middle Street these ditches have become filled in and now the water has nowhere to 

go. (Similarly the new houses in Church Street have blocked the drains, causing flooding to 

Manor Farm.) 

 The map is taken from the 1840 Enclosure map showing how much water there was 

when the map was drafted. The rather interesting moat system around the Bury was probably 

made in the 14
th

 century when it was fashionable to make moats as part of a garden, but it 

obviously performed a very valuable job of draining the low lying ground during wet years. 

The moat around Barenton’s Manor in Middle Street was also made in the 14
th

 century but as 

the map shows extended across the road and down Ball’s Lane to Lewis Stone’s house then 

turned right across to Rectory Farm. 

 The springs by The View footpath rise in Spring most years but in 2000 they rose in 

the Autumn also. It can be seen from the map how the water was directed through the fields 

to Pigeon’s Close (then Pittensaries and belonging to the Bishop of Ely), and thence across 

School Lane into the Wash Pit, becoming The Brook and eventually flowing into the Cam.  

The water from The Bury flows down Lower Street, across the Green (where it has been 

culverted) and through Thriplow Meadows to join the Brook.  

 Before the drains were dug and the water diverted and controlled, the lower parts of 

the village probably formed a large shallow lagoon. During dryer times of the year, the water 

may have receded leaving lush meadows for cattle to graze on. This abundance of fresh water 

and good grass probably attracted man to settle here. They probably built their houses on the 

higher and dryer ground such as Church Street, and this is certainly where they buried their 

chieftains. It is interesting to speculate as to where the Saxons buried their dead; near the 

Tumulus? Beneath where the present church is? Perhaps one day we shall find out.  

 

 Shirley Wittering 
1
  Nicholas, F.J. & Glasspoole, J. General Monthly Rainfall over England and Wales 1727-1931, 1931, updated 

by Jones, P.D. UEA 1997 
2
 Cambridge Record Office   P156/12/1 Thriplow Overseers’ Accounts 

3
 David Davies, The Case of Labourers in Husbandry 1795 

 



 
Map of Thriplow showing water systems, 1840 

 

 
Map of Thriplow showing water systems 2001 



THE GALES OF THRIPLOW 

by Bill Wittering 

 

“The wind bloweth where it listeth,  

and thou hearest the sound thereof,  

but cannot tell whence it cometh,  

and whither it goeth”  

 

 The October 1987 gale was one of the worst that we have had in living memory. I can 

only feel sorry for poor old Michael Fish (the weather forecaster) who was convinced that it 

would "pass safely up the Channel and do no harm on land". The amount of damage done in 

East Anglia was enormous; practically the whole of Rendlesham Forest (Suffolk) was raised 

to the ground. The gale blew on 15
th

 and 16
th

 of October and we had 1.4" of rain in Thriplow. 

In its way, this storm was responsible for the start of the Thriplow Society for the barn in 

which the village museum was housed (at Bacons) was rendered dangerous and unsafe for 

visitors to enter. More about this was given in an article in Volume 5 No 1 of the Journal 

entitled "A short history of the Thriplow Society". 

 

Strong gales in January 1991 visited Thriplow on the 6
th

, 7
th

 and 8
th

 of that month. Nearly an 

inch of rain fell. 

 

On June 8
th

 1996 we had a hail storm "the likes of which had never been seen before!" 

Rainfall that day was 1.5 inches quite a lot of it being in the form of a hailstorm that evening 

when the hailstones measured up to two inches in diameter. Shirley and I had gone to see a 

play in a school to the north of Cambridge which had a metal roof. The noise was 

indescribable. The roof of our greenhouse was completely destroyed and people who had left 

their cars outside found them pockmarked with dents caused by the hailstones. 

 

 
Hail stones compared with Michael Walton’s foot 



 
Broken glass in Greenhouse, caused by hailstones. 

 

We get strong winds virtually every year including 2006 when fences and trees were a p 

articular target.  In 2007, a strong gust on July 6
th

 dashed an open window in our house 

against the wall smashing the window and four panes of glass in the green house beneath. 

 

But what about the past? The days too far back for people to remember but which they may 

have heard about from parents or other people? Such a gale was that of September 27
th

 1868 

and recorded in The Times on 9
th

 October in a letter to the editor written by a John T Athawes 

on 2
nd

 October. He, quoting from a friend of his, wrote: 

 

"A circular storm or whirlwind visited the village of Thriplow in Cambridgeshire on Sunday 

the 27
th

 September. In the course of three minutes it destroyed 400 trees, blew out both ends 

of a handsome new school and shook the building so violently that it is thought to be 

permanently injured. [The building of the school was completed late in 1863] On Sunday for 

the first time this year, we had a thunderstorm with vivid and incessant lightning and terrific 

thunder which seemed to come from all quarters. There was no wind to speak of and the 

storm was getting over, we thought. We were waiting with the assembled morning school for 

the arrival of the superintendent when suddenly there was a sharp rattle of hail against the 

windows. I looked up and saw a cloud of dust and leaves whirling in the air and, with an 

indescribable roar and crash which filled the whole air around us, the tall poplars on the 

opposite side of the road were dashed to the ground and we all huddled in the passage as the 

large and costly window with its stone mullions was dashed out and every brick blown out up 

to the apex of the high-pitched roof. We had a most providential escape. 

The storm swept through the lower part of the village, breaking off some trees and tearing 



others up by the roots, but not a twig was injured on either side of its path. Some damage was 

done in neighbouring villages but, at Foulmire, close to us, they knew nothing of it until they 

were told. The roads were blocked up on Sunday with fallen trees; the high road was cleared 

directly, the whole male population turning out and working with a will. We had no morning 

service; in the afternoon special thanksgiving was offered up." 

 

Mr Athawes adds in a second letter (dated October 6
th

): "On Sunday last (the 4
th

 inst.) the 

village was literally thronged and hundreds of working people availed themselves of the 

opportunity of visiting the scene of the storm." 

 

Strangely, I have so far been unable to find any record of this storm in school documents or 

in local newspapers. 

 

On Sunday July 28
th

 1335, “Disastrous Weather in Cambridgeshire” was recorded: 

“The growing corn of the men of Fulbourn, Whittlesford, Duxford, Pampisford and Sawston 

totally perished in a sudden storm of hail and rain so that they completely lost the corn with 

the straw and forage and nothing remained for the maintenance of themselves and their 

servants except what they could obtain by loan. In Little Abington all the corn perished. The 

men of Babraham, Thriplow and Great Abington lost half their corn with their straw and 

forage; the men of Stapleford and Hildersham a third; and the men of Wratting, Weston 

(Colville), Great and Little Wilbraham, Ickleton and Hinxton a fourth.” 

 

Global warming or not, I think we can be certain of more gales to come! 
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