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Proc. Camb. Ant. Soc. Vol. LXIU (i'i), pp. 87-89. 

SWAFFHAM FEN ENGINE 

K. S. G. HINDE 

INi82I the Commissioners of Swaffham and Bottisham drainage district erected a 
Boulton & Watt beam engine of 24 (nominal) horse power at Upware, driving a scoop 
wheel. This was only the third permanent steam engine to be installed in. the Fens 
for drainage purposes.' The Boulton & Watt Collection in Birmingham Public 
Library has yielded plans of this engine which provide much detail of its con-
struction. 2  

It has been inferred that this engine survived (if in altered form) until 1939.. There 
are many photographs of Swaffham Fen Engine of relatively recent date, as well as 
some detail and personal memory; and it would obviously be misleading if such data 
were construed as relating to a very early engine, especially if used for comparative 
purposes. 

The valve gear of the engine which existed until 1939 bore a plate inscribed 
' Robert Daglish & Co., Engineers, St Helen's Foundry, Lancs. 1850 '. This could 
be taken to refer to alterations carried out at that date, but all the evidence suggests 
otherwise. 

The published data as to the two engines suggest that they differed in size to an 
extent which would preclude mere alteration or continued use of the old buildings: 

182  Engine  1850 Engine' 
Nominal horse power 24 8o 
Cylinder 

bore 261 in. 42 in. 
stroke 6o in. 84 in. 

Balance wheel diameter 118 ft 25 ft 
Scoop wheel diameter 26 ft 36 ft 
No. of paddles 40 48 

Scoop wheels were sometimes lowered, i.e. the paddles were lengthened; but it is 
difficult to believe that additional paddles were inserted, and it seems that a fresh 
wheel was provided. That the larger wheel would not have fitted in the scoop wheel-
house as shown on the ground plan of the 182 11  engine is not surprising, since neither 
would a26-ft wheel. The ground plan must have been altered before that engine 
was constructed. The 1850 balance wheel would not have fitted in the 1821 engine 
house without extension to the front of the building. 

1 For an early temporary use of steam engines in the Fens see N. Multon : ' The Use of Steam Drainage 
in the making of the Eau Brink Cut ' , J. Ind. Arch. iv, 4  (Nov. 3967), 353. 

2 Reproduced in R. L. Hills, Machines Mills and Uncountable Costly Necessities (Goose & Son, Norwich, 
,967). 

3  R. H. Clark, ' Early Engines of the Eastern Counties', Eng. Mechs. (1936). 
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The elevation suggests a somewhat similar architectural style, but the 1821 engine 
had a boiler house to the left of the engine house looking from the river with a 
chimney stack in the centre of the rear of the boiler house. The 1850. engine had the 
boiler house to the right of the engine house with a chimney stack at the front right- 
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Fig. i. Plan of Upware, showing relative positions of 1821 and 1850 pumping engines. 

hand corner.' The, arrangement of doors and windows differed .considerably between 
the two buildings. 

The boiler house of the 1850 engine survived destruction of the engine house in 
1939- Its external measurements of 49 X303 ft 2  are to be compared with: the internal 
. 1 See photograph (wrongly called Upwell Engine) opposite P. 239 in H C. Darby, Draining of the Fens 

Cambridge, (I 94o) and K. S. Hinde, ' The Beam Engine', East Anglian Mag. xiii (-:1954),  467. . 
2 Approximate measurements taken by myself. 	 . 
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dimensions of the 182 1  boiler house of 3 I ft x 18 ft 4  in.' The latter housed one 
boiler with provision for a second. The former housedthree boilers originally which 
were replaced by two large Galloway boilers in 1887. 

Not only does it seem clear that the 1821 engine and its buildings were totally 
demolished in i 850, but it seems that the new engine was erected on a different site. 
The 1836 I-in. O.S. map2  shows the old engine as lying well to the south of the site 
chosen for the later engine, near the position of the engineer's house known as Ivy 
Cottage which survived until about 1962. Thus in 1850 the course of the engine 
drain must also have been altered (Fig. i). A slight bend in the drain shown on large-
scale maps of this century indicates the point at which the direction was changed. 
A ditch still existing in the washland of the river could well be the remains of the old 
engine outfall cut. The reasons for the change of site can only be inferred. The new 
site probably offered a larger area of relatively hard standing and certainly provided 
a shorter and more direct outfall into the river. Convincing reasons must have 
existed for this: even a slight change of site on reconstruction of pumping stations 
was unusual because additional drainage works were then involved and the old 
buildings could not be used. 3  

1 R. L. Hills, op. cit. 
2  See also Baker's map of the Fens 0821). 
3 An account of the engines in the wider context of the drainage of Swaffham and Bottisham district will 

appear in the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments' Cambridgeshire, vol. ii, now in course of 
preparation. 
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